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PREFACE 


T oday many persons are sobered by the threat 
of disaster to our civilization. How to avert im- 
pending calamity is a question of serious mo- 
ment. The situation is especially disturbing for the reli- 
gious man. His customary trust in God and his con- 
fidence in the ultimate triumph of goodness are hard to 
maintain in the face of adverse circumstances. For the 
moment evils prevail and righteousness is forced off the 
highway of life. It is difficult to preserve that imper- 
turbable demeanor which Robert Louis Stevenson as- 
cribes to quiet minds going on “in fortune or misfor- 
tune at their own private pace, like a clock during a 
thunderstorm.” In days when the thunderclouds of 
war darken all skies and stretch from pole to pole, 
quietude of mind is a luxury that few people who take 
life seriously are able to enjoy. 

There is one source of knowledge upon which we 
might draw to help us steady our perspective and de- 
fine our task in times of perplexity. In the excitement 
of the moment we may forget the heritage of wisdom 
and experience bequeathed to us by the past. If we 
turn to history, it may brace our minds and strengthen 
our determination to maintain a bold front against 
threatening evils. 

History, as understood in these pages, is the totality 
of remembered events that have emerged in connection 
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with the life of mankind on earth. We have endeav- 
ored to free the study of history from the perversions 
that have too generally resulted when some type of 
metaphysical theory is forcibly imposed upon depend- 
able historical data. When the past as actually experi- 
enced by successive generations of men is recovered and 
liberated from bondage to one or another speculative 
hypothesis, wljat.is its significance for the making of 
religion today? This is the question we have tried to 
answer. 

Our answer has issued in a call for more persistent 
and devoted activism on the part of mankind. History 
proves to be a tonic, not a sedative. God is discovered 
working within history, where he has willed that 
men should learn to be the efficient instruments of the 
divine energy. Upon their shoulders has been placed 
the responsibility for learning and pursuing God’s de- 
signs for bringing his kingdom to realization on earth. 
This reading of the past might be regarded as a simple 
exposition of the Pauline injunction: “Work out your 
own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God 
who worketh in you both to will and to work for his 
good pleasure.’’ 


Florida School of Religion 
Lakeland, Florida 


Shirley Jackson Case 
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CHAPTER I 


THE CHALLENGING WORLD 

C l in the present world is a constant challenge. 
The forces of good and evil seem to be locked in 
a perpetual struggle for supremacy over man- 
kind. We enter life with an implicit faith in the be- 
nevolence of the universe. We assume it to be a good 
world that invites our trust, elicits our energy, and 
beckons us on to success. But presently we discover a 
less kindly environment in which life can be malicious- 
ly cruel. Believing, as we fain would, that we live in a 
good world, there is no blinking the fact that we also 
live in a bad world. 

Everyone is involved in the conflict between good 
and evil. No one can stand on the side lines indiffer- 
ently watching the progress of the game. All arc par- 
ticipants, each contributing his share to ultimate vic- 
tory or defeat. Our attitudes may vary. We may trust 
to chance or resort to cunning in our desire to avoid 
open conflict with the vicious forces that threaten us. 
Or we may adopt compromise in the hope of making the 
going a little more comfortable on the rough highway 
of life. Or, in a more heroic mood, we may boldly give 
battle to the enemy in a determined effort to overcome 
evil with good. 

The world in which we live today has been a long 
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time in the making. Both good and evil are ancient 
heritages. Whether they have kept equal pace with 
each other in their growth or in their diminution, 
whether good has increased while evil has declined, or 
whether evils have multiplied at the expense of good- 
ness are questions that have been and still are very 
differently answered. Our philosophy of life is mainly 
determined by our opinion as to whether the world is 
growing better or worse. 

One favorite mode of escape from the bad world of 
today is the widely prevalent attempt to restore the 
imaginary happy conditions of days gone by. It has 
been a common disposition of mankind to idealize the 
past and deplore the present. The ancient Greeks in- 
vented the picture of a succession of world ages, be- 
ginning with the age of gold, followed by one of 
silver and then one of bronze, until finally the present 
age of iron dawned upon a distressed humanity. In the 
earlier periods of history there had been giants and 
heroes, but today only common mortals remained. 
Similarly, the Hebrews imagined that the beginnings 
of life on earth traced back to the happy abode of a 
Garden of Eden, wherein the first man and the first 
woman lived in comfort and innocence. But they fell 
from this high estate, dragging down with them all of 
their descendants to the hard life of toil and suffering. 
The patriarchs of antiquity had lived for himdreds of 
years, but now the span of life had been shortened to a 
brief threescore years and ten. The course of physical 
and social development had been one of gradual de- 
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terioration and increasing distress. An idealized past 
had been supplanted by a decadent present. 

This pessimistic view of the processes of life still 
pervades large areas of our thinking. We feel ourselves 
continually overshadowed by the greater things that 
have been; at best we can hope to reflect but dimly the 
glories of the past. O ur high e st ambition is to approx - 
im ate, as nearly as we can, the idealized excellendes of 
o ur noblest ancestor s. We would repeat in our own 
feebler fashion the political ideals and policies of a 
George Washington. We would, if we could, write 
the English of a Shakespeare, paint the fresco of a 
Michelangelo, compose the music of a Beethoven, and 
live the consecrated life of a Jesus of Nazareth. But, 
conscious of our inability to perform perfectly any of 
these accomplishments, we strive only for a life of 
imitative mediocrity. 

Hence, we aim to live by rules that are supposed to 
have been already deposited somewhere upon the 
pages of history. Previous custom has fixed the pro- 
priety of all thinking and action suitable for life today. 
Our first duty is to become intelligently aware of the 
precepts th^ have been prop ounded by our an cestors, 
and the ultimate goal of our ambition is to approach 
as nearly as possible to a life of conformity with thes e 
given regulations . One may seek this normative guid- 
ance from the Bible, from the Constitution of the 
United States, or from the enactments of last year’s 
legislature. In any event, the procedure is inspired by 
the same fundamental principle. The past is thought 
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to have been so much wiser than the present that 
norms for opinion and conduct have been properly 
fixed for all time to come by the authoritative decrees 
of the ancients. 

In the sphere of religion the authority of antiquity 
has remained most strongly fortified. All religious be- 
liefs and practices are commonly justified on the 
ground that ultimately they came to mankind through 
the processes of a revelation delivered in ancient times. 
The moral ideals embodied in the Ten Commandments 
are said to have been written on tablets of stone by the 
finger of God and given to Moses for the instruction of 
the people in all future ages. The ancient prophets, 
speaking in the name of the Lord, addressed to their 
contemporaries messages that have been credited with 
permanent validity. The teachings of Jesus delivered 
to his disciples in Palestine nineteen hundred years ago 
have become the norm for all later Christian life and 
action. Paul’s letters to first-century Christian groups 
scattered about the old Roman world have been used 
as handbooks of guidance for all subsequent genera- 
tions. This accumulated body of ancient writings, as- 
sembled into a single volume and canonized by the 
church, has acquired the sanctity of an inspired scrip- 
ture — an embodiment of the truth once for all de- 
livered to the saints. When the religious man seeks 
wisdom for the direction of thought and conduct in 
the twentieth century, he turns, by force of habit, to 
these records of the past for his standards and ideals. 
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That, he infers, was the golden age of wisdom which a 
degenerate present must ever strive to restore. 

The organized activities of religion follow the same 
course. One church justifies its establishment and pro- 
cedures on the hypothesis that Jesus designated Peter 
as the rock on which the church was to be founded; 
and therefore Peter’s successor, in the person of the 
pope of Rome, is the ultimate authority in all ec- 
clesiastical affairs. Another church holds to the pri- 
macy of the apostolic group as a whole, of whom Peter 
was only one of the members; and thus religious au- 
thority resides in an apostolic succession of bishops, 
proceeding in a direct line of descent from the official 
companions of Jesus. Still another church follows the 
Pauline pattern of administration by elders or pres- 
byters. But whether it be Roman Catholics, Episcopa- 
lians, Presbyterians, or any other denominational 
group, each professes to reproduce an ancient model. 
It is assumed that a religious institution can have 
validity only when accredited by antiquity. 

Religious beliefs are tested by the same standard. 
When systems of doctrine are formulated, they have to 
be fortified at every vital point by reference to biblical 
texts. When a new truth emerges out of some area of 
modern knowledge, an effort is made to show that it 
was contained, at least in germ, in the ancient revela- 
tion, where it lay undeveloped until brought out into 
the full light of day in more recent times. If the church 
undertakes a new task, such as the application of re- 
ligion to present-day social problems, justification for 
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the procedure is sought in words spoken by some old 
Hebrew prophet or in the message of Jesus. Ancient 
truth is credited with a fulness, a richness, and a per- 
fection of unsurpassable excellence, while today’s reli- 
gious insights and aspirations can be at best only a 
replica of the past. 

And so we continue to live under the shadow of 
antiquity. The great and good things of the days of 
old are remembered for the inspiration and guidance of 
these later and less fortunate times. We cuU from the 
pages of history the more adorable figures of the past 
and set them on pedestals to be admired and imitated. 
Their words of wisdom are cherished for the instruc- 
tion of each new generation of youth. Their exem- 
plary lives are lauded as models of conduct for worthy 
living today. The deeds accomplished by them are 
thought to constitute a solid foundation on which to 
rear a modem social order. The shortcomings and per- 
versities of present-day life mark a departure from the 
standards of the ancients and are capable of correction 
in so far as we can effect an approximate restoration of 
the older ideals and patterns of conduct. Life today is 
thus generously endowed with heritages from antiq- 
uity. Although we must live in the present, it is our 
privilege to be, in large measure, children of the past. 
Out of this treasure-house of memory we seek to bring 
forth things both new and old for the enrichment of 
modem life. 

Man is not only a creature of memory; he is also pos- 
sessed of imagination. With the eye of creative fancy 
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he strives to peer into every region of the unknown. 
Blank areas of information about the past are filled in 
cautiously or recklessly by the exercise of inventive 
skill. The scattered data of history are woven into a 
continuing nexus of events fabricated in accordance 
with some assumed laws of succession that are thought 
to reveal the purpose and ultimate meaning of the 
whole. Similarly, contemporary happenings are mu- 
tually related to one another in an effort to supply an 
imaginary integration of the total phenomena of 
present-day living that will reveal its inner signifi- 
cance. Even the future is brought within the domain 
of venturesome speculation. An attempt to forecast 
the probable course of coming events from the perspec- 
tive of the past entices many a serious thinker. He 
seeks to discover the laws that will operate in the 
making of future history, to plot the curve that will be 
described by the continued operation of cause and ef- 
fect, and to forecast the final goal toward which the 
processes of life are ultimately directed. All of which 
means that man is naturally inclined to be a phi- 
losopher of history. 

Outlooks on the future are subject to wide varia- 
tions of opinion. Few, if any of us, are so thoroughly 
objective in our judgment of things to come that our 
conclusions are not largely colored by the local circum- 
stances of the moment or by our temporary personal 
emotions. Immediate desires, recent attainments or 
disappointments, or some cherished ambition sets the 
direction for thinking. Youth may paint the picture 
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in rosy hues; middle age may make it a blend of light 
and shadow; while older men may view with distrust 
the prospects of an age that will have to be shaped 
without the skilful touch of their guiding hand. One 
who has experienced the defeat of cherished plans may 
see only more trouble ahead, while one who has hap- 
pened to realize the goal of his desire for today may 
construct a quite imaginative picture of better things 
in the future. Whether the world is growing better or 
worse, whether living will be more or less comfortable 
tomorrow than it has been today, whether there is 
real progress in history or merely aimless flux — these 
are questions that yield no final solution when seen 
only with the short-range vision of single individuals 
and answered in terms of their accidental personal ex- 
perience. 

A surer hope for successful living in the future is 
commonly associated with the perpetuation of our 
numerous cultural institutions. In politics, industry, 
commerce, education, religion, and all phases of social 
activity the machinery of a continuing organization 
has been devised to conserve the values of the past, to 
augment them in the present, and to insure their en- 
durance for days to come. These establishments, it is 
assumed, will counteract the transitoriness of per- 
sonalities and continue the momentum of historical 
progress. They provide experience and training for the 
youth of today who are to bear tomorrow’s responsi- 
bilities. They insure the longevity of skill and culture 
against the processes of decline and decay that all too 
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soon overtake even the most capable individuals. In 
institutions one has the deposited wisdom of the past 
as a foundation on which to build new attainments in 
the present and the'future. From time to time changes 
in their structure may be required for the sake of 
greater efficiency, but throughout this process they 
remain the depositories of accumulated values and the 
guarantors of the better things yet to be realized in 
human history. 

While the institution outlives the individual, it is 
still a rather shaky foundation on which to rest a sure 
hope for life in the future. Sometimes even institutions 
collapse. History throughout the ages has witnessed 
the end of one political regime after another. Banking 
concerns once thought impregnable have sometimes 
failed. Highly organized commercial enterprises that 
were prosperous yesterday have become bankrupt 
today. Manufacturing establishments that once 
throbbed with life finally decline and die. Old age and 
decay have settled down upon some of our once pros- 
perous educational institutions. And shifts in popula- 
tion have sometimes converted churches that were 
formerly the center of a thriving community life into 
mere monumental relics of the dead past. Institutions, 
like individuals, are victims of the ebb and flow of 
time. 

This picture has both a dark and a bright side. 
Viewed from the standpoint of the pessimist, all 
change moves in the direction of further decay and 
ultimate death. He believes himself to be living in the 
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autumn days of civilization. Its fruits have ripened 
and fallen; its foliage has been smitten with the frost 
of approaching winter; and its vital energy is slowly 
but surely sinking down into the grave of eternal 
night. If he cherishes any hope at all, it rests upon 
faith in the complete collapse of the present order of 
existence and the miraculous establishment of a new 
world that will be entirely different in its structure 
from the one in which we live today. In religious 
thinking, where this doctrine has sometimes flour- 
ished, it is known as “eschatology” or “millenarian- 
ism.” The multiplying evils of the present day are 
welcomed as a sign that the world is coming to an end. 
We are now living in the darkest hours of the night, 
immediately preceding the dawn of a new age present- 
ly to be inaugurated by the catastrophic intervention 
of God. Or, if this hope is rejected, there remains only 
the prospect of a return to primeval chaos. 

The optimist offers a different interpretation of the 
situation. He lives in civilization’s springtime. It is 
his faith that the things that have been are only the 
prelude to better things yet to be. Death, as he views 
it, is always followed by a new resurgence of life. In- 
dividuals and institutions may pass away, but their 
passing will be attended by the rise of others more 
competent to function effectively in the world of to- 
morrow. The children of each generation, when 
grown to maturity, will further enrich the heritages 
bequeathed them by their fathers. The struggle be- 
tween good and evil may be long drawn out, but the 
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champions of goodness are not pressed for time. The 
years that have passed thus far mark only the first step 
in the long course of the ages yet to come. Men move 
on and off the stage of history only to be followed by 
an innumerable host of actors yet unborn. “Time flies 
you say; ah no, alas, time stays, we go,” and our place 
is taken by succeeding generations, age on age, 
throughout the cycles of illimitable years. 

The optimist does not hope to plant his flag vic- 
toriously on the battlements of heaven in a single day 
or in one century. He is content if he can add but an 
iota to the sum of the world’s accumulating experi- 
ence. Advance may be so gradual that it can scarcely 
be seen with the naked eye; only under the magnifying 
glass of a long historical perspective can the forward 
movement be observed. Only by comparing the pres- 
ent status of civilization with that of a hundred years 
ago, or a thousand years ago, or by allowing one’s 
gaze to range over the whole course of known time 
from the days of the cave man to the present can his- 
tory be seen in its true light. Thus the optimist soars 
above the perplexing panorama of transient men and 
atomistic events to survey the scene in its totality. 
The successful journey already made by mankind from 
the days of primitivity to the present advanced stages 
of culture in a world that still has innumerable cen- 
turies of life ahead seems a sufficient guaranty for faith 
in the future. 

What actually lies ahead of us in life must ever re- 
main uncertain. Fears may be proved groundless, or 
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confidence may be sadly betrayed by the ultimate out- 
come. At best we can but strive to possess ourselves of 
all available wisdom from the past, to shape the course 
of life today in accordance with our best judgments, 
and to face the coming days with whatever measure of 
anxiety or assurance our temperaments permit. If we 
are prone to place trust chiefly in the remedial per- 
manence of institutions, it will be well for us to re- 
member that they are always created and maintained 
by individuals; consequently, their efficiency can never 
transcend the virtues of those by whom they are made 
and operated. If we are inclined to think only of our 
personal interests, we shall need to be reminded of the 
fact that society is a co-operative enterprise and the 
welfare of the individual can never be completely iso- 
lated from that of the group. To make today’s life, 
both individually and socially, a substantial founda- 
tion on which to build tomorrow’s good is the surest 
ground for future living. 

■ This ideal expressed in Christian language is the 
hope of the coming of the Kingdom of God. Nineteen 
hundred years of history leave its advent still an un- 
realized ambition. The conflict between good and evil 
continues to be waged. Men strive to live by norms 
drawn from an idealized past, and their hopes still 
remain unfulfilled. Others struggle to make of the 
present a better day than ever yet has been, only to dis- 
cover that their ideals are a fleeing goal ever beckoning 
them on to harder tasks in the future. Optimism and 
pessimism contend for the possession of their spirits. 
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They are tempted to form judgments on the basis of a 
short-range vision and yet are unable to set limits to 
the endurance of time. The unknown future always 
looms up before them with its untried possibilities. 
There is no hope of escape from its uncertainties, 
whether one chooses to approach it with alarm or to 
enter its portals with confidence. These are perplexi- 
ties that still challenge the skill and the wisdom of the 
Christian philosopher of history. 
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CHAPTER II 


THE PROVIDENTIAL VIEW OF HISTORY 

A CCORDING to the traditional Christian view 
/\ of the world, God makes history. He stands 
X a^t the beginning and at the end of time; and in 

the intervening area, where the course of temporal 
events is being shaped, providential guidance is con- 
tinually operative. This is the major premise on which 
the older Christian interpretation of history is based. 

The manner of God’s action, however, is a subject 
about which there have been wide variations of opin- 
ion. Some interpreters have specified relatively definite 
limits for the beginning and end of time, while others 
have visualized an indefinitely long period approach- 
ing infinity. Also, the method of divine action in the 
affairs of the world has been described in many dif- 
ferent ways. Sometimes God is assumed to be con- 
stantly present in history, overruling all events for the 
accomplishment of his inscrutable purposes. At other 
times chief stress is placed upon his occasional inter- 
ference by way of unique revelations of his will in- 
jected into an order of existence that is essentially 
foreign to his nature — if not, indeed, dominated by 
hostile powers of darkness. Thus, two historical 
streams are to be sharply differentiated from each 
other — one secular and the other sacred. 
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Revelation, too, has been variously defined. It may 
be seen chiefly manifest in certain unusual occurrences, 
like the calling of the Hebrew people, the preaching of 
the great' prophets, the incarnation of Christ, the es- 
tablishment of the church, and similarly miraculous 
events supported by the scriptural records. Or it may 
be a more continuous process of divine manifestation 
welling up within the experience of the spiritual 
geniuses of all time, or an utterance of the still small 
voice within the soul of every morally and religiously 
sensitive individual, or even displays of the Divine 
Presence within the orderly processes of human reason 
and physical nature. 

There have also been different ways of reading the 
designs of Providence in history. While the Supreme 
Deity is always thought to be the implacable foe of 
evil, his program for its temporary suppression and 
final elimination has varied with different interpreters. 
It has been phrased in political imagery as the estab- 
lishment of a theocratic kingdom on earth that would 
triumph over or supplant all rival and satanically in- 
spired regimes. Others have seen the Kingdom of God 
coming to realization by means of the increasing influ- 
ence of the church ultimately destined to dominate the 
world. Or, again, on the principle that the Kingdom 
of God is “within you,” the consummation of provi- 
dential history looks toward the day when all men 
shall individually serve the Lord in purity of heart. 
Still others think that God’s final purpose is the build- 
ing of a regenerated human society not necessarily 
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identical with any branch of the church but including 
all mankind in a common fellowship of well-ordered 
living. 

Throughout nineteen himdred years Christian 
thinking on these problems has been gradually run- 
ning its course. Its real genius and further significance 
can be adequately understood only by surveying the 
main stages through which it has passed and the con- 
ditions by which it has been shaped. 

A. THE HEBREW VIEW OF HISTORY 

Voltaire is said to have coined the phrase “phi- 
losophy of history” in the eighteenth century; but the 
idea was current many centuries earlier, particularly in 
the thinking of the Hebrews. In their view God had 
intervened at the beginning of time to set the physical 
universe in order and to create the first human pair 
whose descendants were to shape the course of history. 
Thereafter God and men co-operated in the develop- 
ment of civilization. At the very outset evil also in- 
truded itself into the picture, and the earth became the 
arena in which a constant conflict was to be waged 
between the powers of light and darkness. Man, left 
to himself, was doomed to defeat in this struggle; but 
from time to time God came to the aid of mortals. 
While he permitted them to suffer many afflictions in 
punishment for their sins, he never abandoned his con- 
cern for the preservation of the righteous. At crucial 
moments he had rendered special assistance. He saved 
Noah from destruction by the flood; he called Abra- 
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ham to become the ancestor of a chosen people; he 
summoned Moses to deliver the Israelites from their 
bondage in Egypt; he established the nation under 
David in Palestine; he led the faithful back from their 
exile in Babylonia; he rescued the people from threat- 
ened destruction by the Syrian kings; and he would 
ultimately establish the Jewish nation triumphantly 
in the Holy Land when all other kingdoms would be 
either annihilated or converted to the Jewish faith. 

The story of Hebrew civilization was a long series of 
frustrated hopes. But the providential reading of his- 
tory always saved the people from despair. The dis- 
appointments of the past and the agonies of the present 
were only a prelude to the better day to be inaugurated 
by God in the future. The gradual transition from no- 
madic life to permanent settlement on the soil in 
Canaan, followed by the attainment of nationhood, 
and successive conquests of the territory by invaders 
from Egypt, Mesopotamia, Persia, Macedonia, Syria, 
and Rome kept the hope of future victory in a lively 
state of recrudescence. Failure to attain political sta- 
bility for their civilization in a world where this ideal 
uniformly prevailed appeared to the Jews to be so ir- 
reconcilable a misfortune that they envisaged God*s 
final triumph specifically in terms of theocratic nation- 
alism. History would end, as it had begun, by a spe- 
cial act of the Deity in recognition of his chosen peo- 
ple. God would restore the kingdom to Israel. 

Long-continued disappointments and the exigencies 
of national life stimulated fresh and varied attempts to 
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portray the manner of the kingdom’s consummation. 
The new regime would be presided over by God him- 
self or by one whom he would especially anoint. This 
Anointed One, the Messiah, was variously depicted by 
different thinkers in accordance with their several 
tastes and the particular conditions under which they 
lived. Generally speaking, two main types of messi- 
anic hope were cherished. The older of these envisaged 
the restoration of an idealized national autonomy such 
as had been enjoyed under the kingship of David. God 
would raise up from among the descendants of David a 
new leader divinely equipped for his task. Other inter- 
preters, less hopeful of success under the leadership of a 
Davidic prince, postulated the advent of a deliverer 
from heaven, an angelic messianic figure, suddenly to 
descend with supernatural power to destroy all ene- 
mies and establish upon a renovated earth the right- 
eous rule of God. This figure yet to be “revealed,” the 
“apocalyptic” Messiah, would appear at the hour ap- 
pointed by God for bringing the present order of the 
world to a close. Then judgment would be executed 
upon all sinners, and Jewish national autonomy would 
be finally reinstated. Both the Davidic and the apoca- 
lyptic types of messianic hope survived side by side 
among the Jews, the one or the other finding favor as it 
seemed better to meet local circumstances or personal 
convictions. 

The temporal scene, stretching from creation to the 
advent of the kingdom, was a confused picture of light 
and shadow, success and failure, hopes and disappoint- 
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meats. Each passing century left behind it a more or 
less keen awareness of ideals still unattained. As ear- 
lier ages receded into a more remote antiquity, the at- 
tainments of the past were lauded and the agonies of 
the present were bemoaned. This disposition to glori- 
fy the past and deprecate the present resulted in a pessi- 
mistic interpretation of contemporary history. The 
world was thought to be undergoing a gradual process 
of deterioration. The multiplication of evils moved on 
inevitably toward the final day of judgment, when 
God would suddenly intervene to destroy the forces of 
wickedness and inaugurate a new and eternal regime of 
righteousness. Then time would end and eternity 
would dawn. 

In the meantime the present earthly life was a period 
of preparation for the glorious future. Adorable herit- 
ages from the past were elevated to the status of divine 
revelation, designed to guide the action and thinking 
of those who were to live in later times. Written rec- 
ords from antiquity became an authoritative sacred 
scripture composed for the instruction of future gen- 
erations. These records invited study and interpreta- 
tion as sources of wisdom for the direction of life in the 
contemporary scene. Ancient institutions were perpet- 
uated in the belief that their continued operations ac- 
corded with God’s will and would ultimately insure 
new manifestations of his favor. Temple ritual and 
sacred festivals were divine establishments whose 
faithful observance marked the loyalty of the people to 
their revered past and strengthened their confidence in 
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final deliverance from present trouble. Pious souls re- 
joiced that the Lord had revealed to them his law, on 
which they meditated by day and by night. 

God’s control of current history was thus somewhat 
limited, or at least held in suspense, by the contem- 
porary perversities of men and the devices of Satan. 
The present was a kind of interim in the divine econ- 
omy. Revelation had been more abundant in the past 
and would reach its climactic expression in the future. 
The men of today lived in the afterglow of the light 
that had dawned upon their ancestors, and they dis- 
ciplined themselves as best they could in preparation 
for the coming of a new age. Yet they were never com- 
pletely abandoned by God even amid their severest 
afflictions. He was still master of all events, whether 
good or evil. If, temporarily, he permitted the power 
of evil to exercise an apparently free hand, this did not 
mean that he had lost control of history, but only that 
his all-wise designs were momentarily incomprehensi- 
ble to men. Perhaps demonic forces were allowed un- 
usual liberty of action in order that they might bring 
down upon themselves a severer judgment, while the 
fiery trials of the faithful served to purify them for a 
more glorious reward. 

The immediacy of divine guidance was never com- 
pletely absent even in the darkest hour of history. 
Chief reliance might be placed in ancient revelation; 
but the contemporary teachers and interpreters of tra- 
dition, though lesser instruments of God, echoed the 
divine voice. Thus the accumulating oral instruction 
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that emanated from the schools of the rabbis became 
an authoritative guide for today's conduct throughout 
all the areas of life. Personal communion with God 
was also experienced in public worship and private 
devotions, while men of more conspicuous piety were 
privileged, on occasion, to enjoy in a special sense the 
immediate direction of the Holy Spirit. As the fatal 
day of judgment drew near, fresh displays of spiritual 
energy would be revealed. God would send a chosen 
messenger to call the people to repentance and would 
pour out his spirit in abundant measure upon the sur- 
viving remnant of Israel (Mai. 3:1-16; Joel 2:28-32). 
Thus, for Jewish thinking, history was providentially 
directed throughout its entire course of development. 

B. THE EARLY CHRISTIAN VIEW OF HISTORY 

The earliest Christians viewed history exactly as did 
their Jewish compatriots. God had initiated the his- 
torical process by a uniquely creative act; he had super- 
vised its unfolding throughout the years; and he would 
presently bring it to a close by instituting judgment 
and establishing a new age. Fully accepting these 
main features in the Jewish scheme of thinking, Chris- 
tians devoted their attention to developing selected 
phases of this imagery in line with their distinctive 
interests. 

With respect to the end of history, early Christian 
views were explicit and expectant. Hope centered up- 
on the figure of the apocalyptic Messiah, whom Chris- 
tians identified with the crucified and risen Jesus ex- 
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alted to a position of authority at God’s right hand in 
heaven. According to the representation of Paul, 
whose letters written during the sixth decade of the 
first century are the earliest literary testimony to this 
revision of Jewish faith, the resurrection of Jesus and 
his elevation to messianic power in heaven was a new 
event of cosmic significance in world history. Before 
his descent to earth Jesus had pre-existed with God, 
but he had voluntarily relinquished that status of dig- 
nity in order to live a lowly life of servitude among 
men. Now God had rewarded him for this humility 
by inducting him into the messianic office in heaven, 
where he awaited the moment for his return to earth to 
execute judgment. Then all creation “in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth’ ’ would confess his lord- 
ship (Phil. 2:5-11). 

Christians confidently looked for the dawn of the 
new day. This attitude was so characteristic of them 
that such phrases as “waiting for the revelation of our 
Lord Jesus Christ,” “looking for God’s Son from 
heaven,” “anticipating the coming of the Lord Jesus 
Christ,” and similar locutions served to indicate the 
distinctive character of the new religious movement. 
Already by anticipation Christians were members of 
the heavenly commonwealth that was presently to be 
realized upon earth with Christ’s return. His coming 
was imminent; “the Lord is at hand.” Therefore, it 
was unwise to become deeply involved in affairs of the 
present world. One should avoid the distracting duties 
of family life, since the marriage relationship belonged 
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only to the fashion of this world, so soon to pass away. 
Social reforms that aimed at ameliorating the condi- 
tion of the slave or at providing employments suitable 
to the preservation of Christian ethical standards were 
not to be attempted. There was no time left for the 
making of significant history within the limits of the 
present evil age.^ 

The Pauline appraisal of the ‘‘present world** was 
highly pessimistic. Its wisdom was utter foolishness, 
and its rulers were minions of Satan. God had per- 
mitted all creation to become enslaved in the “bond- 
age of corruption,*’ where it groaned in agony, wait- 
ing for deliverance to be effected by the return of 
Christ. Vainly had the demonic powers sought to pre- 
serve their dominion by accomplishing the crucifixion 
of Jesus. In their ignorance of God’s designs they had 
committed the very act that precipitated their im- 
minent downfall. For the death of Jesus made possible 
God’s exaltation of him to messianic dignity in heav- 
en, and thus the stage was set for the final drama of 
judgment and redemption. During the brief period 
still to elapse before the curtain would rise, the machi- 
nations of Satan would increase. Christians underwent 
accumulating distresses buoyed up by the conviction 
that no multiplication of evils was to be compared 
with the glorious triumph which they would present- 

^ For these familiar Pauline ideas sec I Thess. 1:10; 2:19; 3:13; 4:23; 
IIThess. 2:2; I Cor. 1:7 f.; 7:29-31; H Cor. 1:14; 5:23; Rom. 13:11 f.; Phil. 
1 : 6, 10; 2: 16; 3 : 20 f. ; 4: 5. Other New Testament writings contain the same 
ideas— e.g., Mark 1:15; 9:1; 13:29 f.; Matt. 3:2; 4:17; 10:7; Luke 21:31 f.; 
Heb. 10:37; I Pet. 4:7; Jas. 5:8; Rev. 1:3; 3:11; 22:7, 10. 
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ly experience. Even death might overtake some be- 
lievers; but, when Christ came, the deceased would be 
raised and join the living, ‘‘caught up in the clouds to 
meet the Lord in the air.*’ 

The delay of history in moving toward its cata- 
strophic climax was thought to have been designed to 
give the Christian missionaries time to proclaim the 
gospel among the Gentiles. Preaching to the Jews had 
not at first won large numbers of converts, but Gentiles 
had responded more readily to the Christian summons. 
Thus the number of the faithful prepared to greet the 
Lord on his return had been desirably increased. But 
this, for Paul, was only an incidental success. His 
philosophy of past history remained inseparably 
bound up with the Jewish doctrine of God’s peculiar 
concern for the descendants of Abraham. Israel’s tem- 
porary rejection of Christ momentarily provided an 
opportunity for such Gentiles as were willing to hear 
the gospel to avail themselves of its privileges. So 
Paul made haste to complete his missionary tours 
through the chief centers of the Mediterranean world. 
The time was short, and speedy operations were neces- 
sary if the task was to be accomplished in due season. 
The “hardening” of Israel was only partial and tem- 
porary; God had designed that “all Israel shall be 
saved.” Suddenly they would all turn to the gospel, 
since they were beloved of God “for the fathers’ 
sake.” Thus providential history would close with 
the restoration of the kingdom to the Jews (Rom,, 
chaps. 9-11). 
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Paul and his co-workers passed off the stage, and 
history moved on in its leisurely fashion from genera- 
tion to generation without reaching a catastrophic 
close. The church grew on gentile soil and diminished 
in Palestine. The Jews of Palestine revolted against 
Roman authority, only to suffer a disastrous defeat 
attended by the destruction of their temple in a.d. 
70. Scarcely half a century had passed before a second 
revolt, more severely suppressed by the Romans, wiped 
out the last vestiges of Jewish nationalism. No Jew 
was any longer allowed to set foot in Jerusalem, and 
even the Christian church in Palestine became a dis- 
tinctly gentile institution. This course of events neces- 
sitated certain significant revisions in the older Chris- 
tian interpretation of history. 

The new reading of future history largely eliminated 
the Jews from participation in the coming Kingdom of 
God. Their persistent refusal to believe in Christ, the 
popular prejudice against them that had been aug- 
mented by their resistance to the Roman government 
in Palestine, and the increasing predominance of gen- 
tile converts in the membership of the Christian 
churches — all combined to produce the conviction that 
God had willed to abandon the Jews . By their unbelief 
they had forfeited their right to a preferred position in 
the new age. God had forsaken them, and gentile con- 
verts were to inherit their privileges. It was in punish- 
ment for the rejection of Jesus that God had permitted 
the sacred sanctuary of the Jewish nation to be de- 
stroyed. The Christian missionaries were winning con- 
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verts from the east and the west who would sit down 
with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the Kingdom of 
Heaven, while the lineal descendants of the patriarchs 
would be cast forth into outer darkness. 

Belief in the providential direction of past history 
was preserved and heightened by the new Christian 
interpretation. Early in the second century gentile 
converts with Gnostic leanings had been inclined to 
discount the value of the Hebrew scriptures as a de- 
pendable source of religious truth; but this skeptical 
disposition was resisted by the majority in the church, 
and before the close of the century it had been rejected 
outright by the rank and file of Christendom. In the 
meantime the Jewish Bible had been transformed into 
a gentile Christian book. Its pages were successfully 
searched for passages that were now discovered to 
have been explicitly prophetic of more recent events. 
The career of Jesus and the accumulating history of the 
church were found to be fully accredited in the ancient 
records. From the day of creation God’s designs had 
been directed toward the founding of Christianity as 
the final revelation of his will within the world of 
time. 

As the Christian movement gained stability and 
gathered momentum, it not only discovered new mean- 
ings in God’s ordering of ancient history, but it also 
formulated a new theory of contemporary revelation. 
The dawn of the Christian era signalized a fresh impact 
of God upon history. Paul had claimed for every be- 
liever the privilege of guidance by the indwelling 
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Spirit. He made decisions under the tutelage of visions 
and revelations; he had “the mind of Christ.” Thus 
inspired, he could work miracles, heal the sick, speak 
with tongues, prophesy, and give infallible direction 
to the churches. But this unrestrained spontaneity on 
the part of individuals possessed by the Spirit was 
liable to result in confusion and dissension within the 
Christian assemblies. Restraints were necessary in the 
interests of regularity. Gradually the church intro- 
duced controls designed to suppress the ecstatic urge 
among its members and relegated these phenomena to 
the earlier days of its history. Thus the spontaneities 
of the older Christians became respectable witnesses to 
the fresh outbursts of revelation that had marked the 
inauguration of the new Christian era. 

The fresh increment of divine energy that had been 
injected into the human scene had displayed itself most 
notably in the person of Jesus. As the story of his life 
was rehearsed by the several gospel writers for Greek 
readers during the last three decades of the first cen- 
tury, particular attention was called to events attest- 
ing his unique accreditation by God. At baptism he 
had been especially endowed by the Holy Spirit; dur- 
ing his public career he wrought great miracles; he had 
also been supernaturally begotten; and he had finally 
triumphed over death by his miraculous resurrection. 
His teaching carried a new authority transcending that 
of Moses; it was a communication of truth that had 
been brought down directly from God in heaven. Af- 
ter his death the first apostles had been similarly 
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equipped, by an unusual outpouring of the Holy Spirit 
divinely inspiring them to lay the foundations of the 
new ecclesiastical establishment. Now God had en- 
tered afresh into the making of current history. 

In the course of a few decades the record of this new 
revelation crystallized into a body of distinctively 
Christian documents that took their place beside the 
Hebrew scriptures as a source of divine guidance for 
the developing church. It was a new foundation that 
perpetuated in more perfect form the sacred institu- 
tions of the abandoned Jews and was a more adequate 
medium for conveying to mankind the will of God in 
the shaping of history. Its properly constituted of- 
ficers, its valid sacraments, its growing educational 
facilities, and the observance of its elaborate ritual 
implemented, as never before, the decrees of God for a 
new age. All previous revelation was summed up and 
significantly supplemented in the operations of the 
church. It provided the final program to prepare man- 
kind for the advent of the Kingdom of Heaven. 

The church, increasing its influence from year to 
year, making provision for the care of man’s soul from 
the cradle to the grave, and insuring a successful en- 
trance to the abodes of the blest in the future life, 
gradually came to be regarded as an enduring institu- 
tion. Now one could easily dispense with the older 
type of apocalyptic expectation, although it was too 
firmly imbedded in Christian tradition to be ignored 
by the theologians. They preserved the idea but pro- 
jected its realization into the more distant future. 
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They reminded the skeptical that delay was no denial 
of validity, for “one day is with the Lord as a thou- 
sand years and a thousand years as one day.’’ Espe- 
cially in periods of persecution, this hope flamed up 
afresh to comfort the martyrs and inspire in the faith- 
ful confidence in the ultimate triumph of their cause. 
But, when persecutions ceased and Christianity be- 
came the favored religion of the Roman state, expecta- 
tions of the end of the world grew dim. Believers were 
content that God should order current history through 
the medium of the church. Its gradual expansion, both 
territorially and socially, meant the coming of the 
Kingdom of God on earth. Until the early fourth cen- 
tury certain Christian writers continued to reaffirm 
their belief in the catastrophic end of the world, but in 
later times this hope was only sporadically revived to 
offset a sense of failure on the part of the church or to 
fortify the faithful in seasons of unusual calamity. 

C. GOD IN WORLD HISTORY 

When the church had become quite at home on 
earth, where it increasingly participated in shaping 
the current social order, it began to revise its thinking 
regarding the providential guidance of world history. 
Gradually it absorbed from its gentile environment 
cultural acquisitions that were superimposed upon, or 
blended with, its Hebrew and Jewish heritages. It dis- 
covered appropriable values firom the wisdom of the 
Greek philosophers. Its members acquired material 
possessions and social prestige. 'This ecclesiastical con- 
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quest of the earth gave the Christian God a new and 
more inclusive role in the direction of world affairs. 

The Roman authorities had justified their persecu- 
tion of Christians on the charge that the new religion- 
ists were a menace to the well-being of the state. They 
were thought to be chiefly interested in otherworldly 
concerns that made them useless — if not, indeed, a 
positive detriment — to contemporary civilization. 
Moreover, their refusal to revere the ancient gods, 
under whose protection the Roman Empire had estab- 
lished its dominion over the habitable earth, was said 
to have aroused the displeasure of these divine guard- 
ians. Consequently, the gods had of late been relaxing 
their care for the Romans. The result had been fam- 
ines, floods, civil wars, and the successful incursions of 
barbarian invaders within the outlying boundaries of 
the Empire. 

These accusations led some Christians to rethink 
their views of contemporary history. They abandoned 
their former social aloofness and their expectation of 
an early end of the world. Instead, they affirmed that 
the spread of Christianity meant the infusion of so- 
ciety by the one divine preservative element that could 
insure prosperity. They stressed the fact that Chris- 
tians were rapidly permeating all sections of society, 
introducing the ideals of the Christian life into the 
various callings by which men ordinarily earned a 
livelihood. Thus Christians were, in reality, the soul 
that held the world together. And some interpreters 
were bold enough to allege that the ultimate safety of 
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the Empire could be insured only through the official 
adoption of Christianity by the government. Then the 
supreme God of the Christians, who now stood ready 
to take the entire gentile world under his protection, 
would become the infallible guardian of the state. 

Gradually the sponsorship of the Christian God was 
extended to other phases of contemporary civilization. 
As the church developed a ritual to satisfy the longing 
for rites to which gentile converts had previously been 
accustomed, it noted a striking parallelism between 
some of its ceremonies and similar practices of the 
pagan cults. These features of gentile religion were no 
longer condemned but were pronounced essentially 
good, and the Christian God was given credit in a 
roundabout fashion for their origin. It was said that 
the revelation to Moses had embraced all truth, later 
to find its most perfect expression in the practices and 
doctrines of the church. Elements of this truth had 
been seized upon by evil demons who taught the Gen- 
tiles to institute baptismal rites, religious meals, and 
other sacred ceremonies that were genuinely divine es- 
tablishments, although they had been sadly distorted 
in the pagan observances. It was in Christianity only 
that the primitive revelation came to its perfect fulfil- 
ment, but the demons had fiendishly schemed to antici- 
pate Christianity and prevent its success by earlier ac- 
quainting Gentiles with certain fragments of revela- 
tion which they had grossly perverted. Superficially 
observed, it might seem that the Christian rites were 
but late imitations of the more ancient heathen cus- 
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toms, when in reality the heathen rites were pilfered 
perversions of Christian originals prefigured in God’s 
revelation to Moses. So argued Justin and Tertullian 
in the latter part of the second century. 

The wisdom of Greek poets and philosophers, as it 
came to be more generally appreciated by Christian 
intellectuals, was also drawn within the pale of God’s 
instructions to the whole human race. The divine Lo- 
gos had been the real source of enlightenment from 
which Heraclitus, Socrates, and many Stoics had de- 
rived their inspiration. Poets and philosophers, in so 
far as they had approached the truth, had enjoyed an 
“affinity with the afflatus firom God.’’ Even Seneca 
had been “frequently Christian.” The partial inspira- 
tion of the wiser souls among the Greeks was ardently 
affirmed, although it was stoutly declared that their 
insights had been plagiarized from the more ancient 
wisdom of the Hebrews. Even the revered Plato had 
been a debtor to Moses. But rarely had any school of 
Greek philosophy been so utterly erroneous as not to 
reflect some measure of genuinely divine truth. One 
could say without hesitation that philosophy had 
been a schoolmaster to discipline the Greeks for the 
reception of Christ. It was certainly in full accord 
with inspired wisdom that the philosophers had de- 
clared God to be the creator of aU things. Augustine 
expressed more than two centuries of this accumulat- 
ing Christian opinion when he wrote that “the very 
thing which is now called the Christian religion ex- 
isted among the ancients even from the creation of 
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mankind, yet not until Christ himself came in the 
flesh did the true religion, which already existed, be- 
gin to be called Christian.”* 

Thus the God of Christian faith became more and 
more truly the God of temporal culture. Both the be- 
ginning and the end of time receded farther into the 
background of thinking, while divine plans with ref- 
erence to the shaping of history on the terrestrial plane 
received increased attention. Under the influence of 
Platonic idealism Christian philosophers stressed the 
incorporeal nature of the true God and shied away 
from the older Hebrew imagery of his realistically 
physical participation in mundane affairs. As pictured 
now, divine guidance was mediated by spiritual 
agents, particularly by the Logos; nor was God em- 
barrassed by lack of time for the accomplishment of 
his purposes. Indeed, the process of generation might 
be an eternal one, so far as the spiritual universe was 
concerned. So Origen had surmised. But the physical 
universe had been created at a specific moment as a 
stage upon which human beings might be provided an 
opportunity for training in the choice between good 
and evil. And it would endure until this teleological 
purpose had been accomplished. One also assumed 
that there would be an end of time, but when and how 
this would take place had not been surely revealed. 
Origen held that a physical restitution, such as Jewish 
imagery had depicted, was quite untenable; the con- 

2 Retract, i. 12. 3- Justin, Tcrtullian, Tatian, Athcnagoras, Clement of 
Alexandria, Origen, and Lactantius had expressed similar opinions. 
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summation would be spiritually attained by those who 
“make a gradual advance.” 

When persecutions had j&nally ceased early in the 
fourth century and Christianity became the favored 
religion of the state under Constantine, Christians 
took a new interest in history. They concerned them- 
selves with its significance in the past and its making 
in the present. Since emperors were ardent supporters 
of the church, Christian bishops ventured with in- 
creasing boldness to dictate the policies of magistrates 
and princes. Three centuries of precarious existence in 
the present evil world had issued in a clear triumph for 
the church, and it was now discovered that God had 
made more extensive plans for the ordering of tem- 
poral history than had formerly been imagined. Re- 
cent Christian events now became an integral part of 
the total historical stream that had issued forth from 
God on the day of creation, that had received a new 
impetus with the founding of the church by Christ, 
that had finally triumphed over paganism by the favor 
of Constantine, and that was destined to flow on vic- 
toriously in accord with the divine purposes for years 
yet to come. 

Eusebius, bishop of the church at Caesarea in Pales- 
tine from about 315 to 340, was the most noted 
spokesman of this new historical outlook. As he 
viewed the course of history, it ran back from his own 
day to the most remote antiquity and included in its 
scope all races and nations. Therefore, he sought to 
reconstruct a chronological framework in which to fit 
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the Story of the various gentile peoples whose careers 
lay outside the range of the Hebrew and Christian 
past. This interest led him to study the Chaldeans, As- 
syrians, Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans as their his- 
tory was recorded in works that had been composed by 
Greek authors. He thus acquired materials for the con- 
struction of a chronological table synchronizing the 
principal events in universal history and yielding con- 
crete evidence to support the superior antiquity of 
Moses. The chronological priority of Moses over all 
poets, philosophers, and founders of heathen cults and 
the apostasy of the Jews in rejecting Christ made 
Christianity the oldest religion in the world. It had 
inherited all the temporal prestige of the Hebrew re- 
ligion. 

The argument from chronology had been advanced a 
century before the time of Eusebius by Julius Afri- 
canus, who constructed a universal chronology from 
creation to the year 221. The author aimed to show 
that the origins of Hebrew religion antedated gentile 
civilization and, further, to forecast the probable end 
of the world that would bring an end to the persecu- 
tion of the Christians, It was assumed that the world 
was to endure six thousand years from the date of 
creation and that Christ had been bom in the year 
5500. Since about two hundred years had elapsed in 
the meantime, it seemed to Julius Africanus that an- 
other three hundred years would bring history to a 
victorious close. 
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Eusebius sponsored a longer perspective. As he 
viewed the situation, God was now working his will 
in history through the aging church. It perpetuated a 
noble antiquity, and its career had been marked by a 
series of antecedents and consequents that had at last 
rendered it triumphant in the world under Constan- 
tine. History proved it to be a divine establishment. 
The fate that had overtaken the Jews in punishment 
for their rejection of Jesus gave the church the right of 
way among all peoples. The work of its teachers and 
writers constituted a dependable historical deposit, 
while its purity had been preserved by the condemna- 
tion of heretics. Its increasing power, even under the 
severe trials of successive persecutions, demonstrated 
its divine origin^ and its authenticity was insured by a 
succession of bishops traceable at all of the chief Chris- 
tian centers. The story of the church was the ‘ ‘narra- 
tive of the government of God” over a people perform- 
ing brave deeds for truth rather than for nations that 
had defiled themselves with blood and slaughter. 
Christians were the athletes of religion who had won 
their trophies from demons, becoming victorious over 
invisible enemies, and now wore the crown of triumph 
upon their heads. They constituted a new nation, the 
most numerous and pious of all, ‘‘indestructible and 
unconquerable because it always received assistance 
from God.” 

Christianity, however, was neither new nor strange. 
It had been given by God to Abraham and Moses and 
the Old Testament prophets. In fact, universal history 
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from the beginning had been one continuous prepara- 
tion for the gospel. Moses and the Hebrew prophets 
had antedated the Greek philosophers “by fifteen hun- 
dred years,” and the commendable doctrinal theories 
of these philosophers simply repeated in less original 
form the wisdom of the Hebrew oracles. On the other 
hand, the oracles of the heathen had been the work of 
jugglers and cheats. Under demonic guidance they had 
deluded mankind to believe in fate, while it was the 
mission of Jesus to “ransom the whole human race 
firom this delusion. ’ ’ Over and above all heathen aber- 
rations, the affairs of the universe in their totality 
were being administered by Providence. Christian his- 
tory was world history; heathen nations and cultures, 
in so far as they distorted true wisdom, were only an 
unhappy demonic interlude in the whole.® 

The guiding hand of God in history became con- 
stantly more evident as the imperial state church, par- 
ticularly in the East, increased its hold upon the affairs 
of the world. Following the example of Eusebius, a 
succession of Christian historians continued to record 
the new triumphs of the church. Emperors and bish- 
ops labored in the common cause to establish more 
surely the Kingdom of God. In his Life of Constantine 
(iv. 24) Eusebius tells us that Constantine had called 
himself a bishop ordained by God to oversee the af- 
fairs of the world, while local ecclesiastics exercised 
their jurisdiction within the church. Eastern emperors 

• Typical passages are Eusebius, Fraefaratio vi. 11. 295; viii. 14. 386- 
400; X. 9. 487-v xi. Fraef. 508i. 
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perpetuated this notion of the virtual supremacy of the 
state over the church. Both the civil and the religious 
order of society operated under the sanction of Heaven 
without any clear line of distinction between their 
respective spheres. By its councils the church spoke 
for God in all matters of belief and practice, and civil 
rulers enforced these decisions upon their subjects. 
Church and state united in imposing divine punish- 
ments upon heretics, schismatics, Jews, heathens, and 
unbelievers. The ecclesiastical and civil authorities 
operated as one instrument for implementing the will 
of Providence in the making of history. 

In spite of the fact that the historical stream flowed 
none too smoothly, the confidence of the church was 
not shaken. The apostasy of the emperor Julian tem- 
porarily threatened the success of Christianity, but 
God had intervened to effect Julian’s death at the hand 
of the Persians in the year 363. When in the next cen- 
tury the Eastern emperor Theodosius II was again at 
war with Persia, Christ came to the help of the Ro- 
mans and “executed vengeance upon the Persians be- 
cause they had shed the blood of so many of his pious 
worshipers.’’ Again, when Theodosius II sent an ex- 
pedition to Italy to suppress a certain usurper named 
John, it fared rather badly with the undertaking until 
God. heeded “the prayer of the pious emperor’’ and 
sent an angel in the form of a shepherd to guide the 
imperial forces through impassable marshes to the 
conquest of Ravenna, where John had taken his stand. 
And the barbarians who had assisted him were later 
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fittingly punished. Their chief was struck dead by a 
thunderbolt; numbers of his followers were smitten 
with a plague; and many of the survivors were con- 
sumed by fire coming down from heaven. In the con- 
flict with heretics the outcome had been so controlled 
by God that the Catholic church maintained its as- 
cendancy and “led all the churches and the people to 
the reception of its own truth.” Thus, in the East, 
contemporary church historians, like Socrates and 
So2omen, saw the hand of God in the process of cur- 
rent events. 

In the West, faith in the providential guidance of 
imperial Christian history was more difficult to main- 
tain. Barbarian invaders freely overran the territory in 
the early years of the fifth century, and even the eter- 
nal city of Rome was sacked by Alaric in the year 410. 
This was a terrific blow to Christian confidence in 
God’s control of history. Less than a century had 
elapsed since Constantine had placed the welfare of his 
state under the protection of the Christian God, in 
preference to the old Roman deities; and now the ene- 
mies of Christianity could point to the harvest of dis- 
asters that had resulted from this disregard for the 
sanctity of Roman tradition. Under the new divinity 
evils had rapidly multiplied, and civilization was on 
the verge of collapse. 

In order to give faith a longer perspective and a 
steadier outlook upon unhappy contemporary events, 
the Christian West now turned to the study of history. 
About the year 380 Jerome had prepared in Latin his 
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Chronicle, modeled after that of Eusebius, tracing the 
dates of the main events in world history from the 
birth of Abraham in 2016 b.c. down to the death of the 
emperor Valens in a.d. 378. A decade later he wrote a 
treatise on illustrious men in the history of Chris- 
tianity, to refute the popular charge that the new re- 
ligion had neither philosophers, orators, nor teachers 
of distinction. Thus history was used to demonstrate 
the great antiquity and cultural respectability of 
Christianity even before the menace of the barbarian 
invasions had become acute. 

With the turn of the century, when pressure from 
the barbarians had grown more distressing, Rufinus at 
Aquileia in northern Italy made a Latin translation of 
the Church History of Eusebius, to which he added a 
section bringing the story down to the year 395- This 
he did in order that the minds of men “might to some 
extent become oblivious to their immediate sufferings 
by an eager desire for the knowledge of past events.” 
It was believed that, as men realized better the direc- 
tive presence of God in earlier history, they would be 
able still to maintain their faith in Providence even 
amid present calamities. 

At about the same time, Sulpicius Severus of Aqui- 
taine in Gaul composed a concise handbook of events 
from the creation of the world to a.d. 400. This was 
designed “to instruct the ignorant and convince the 
learned [pagans] . ” It stressed the high lights of Chris- 
tian history in more recent times. Persecutions had 
ended with the triumph of the church under Constan- 
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tine. The Catholic faith had successfully withstood 
the Arian conflict. The recent ‘ ‘modernism’ ’ of Priscil- 
lian intellecmalism was refuted by observing that this 
man “had ruined his excellent intellect by wicked 
studies,” when he should have been devoting himself 
to the cultivation of monkish piety. The orthodox 
church was seen to be a providential establishment 
that insured the future. Reflection upon its historical 
success was the surest safeguard against present distress 
and calamity. 

D. THE AUGUSTINIAN INTERPRETATION OF HISTORY 

It remained for Augustine of North Africa to pro- 
duce the classic work of Western Christendom on the 
philosophy of history. He was keenly conscious of the 
heathen charge that Christianity had disastrously 
weakened the strength of the state. Against this ac- 
cusation he vehemently protested; yet he readily ad- 
mitted that the political prosperity of Rome had de- 
cayed. In fact, the process of decline had begun long 
before Christ had been born. Previous political suc- 
cess, dating back to the early days of the Republic, had 
been a result of civic virtue and moral rectitude. This 
the true God had rewarded, even though he was as yet 
unknown to the Romans. But lust for power, which is 
a demonic inspiration, had debauched Roman life and 
manners, and thus an enemy more powerful than any 
invader ‘ ‘had taken violent possession not of the walls 
of the city but of the mind of the state.” Virtue was 
lost when it should have been maintained and supple- 
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mented by the practice of piety toward the true God. 
Failing in each of these respects, the Roman state was 
due to perish; its place was to be taken by the growing 
Christian commonwealth. The course of progress was 
from Rome to Christendom: 

For in the most opulent and illustrious Empire of Rome 
God has shown how great is the influence of even civil 
virtues without true religion, in order that it might be un- 
derstood that when this is added to such virtues men are 
made citizens of another commonwealth of which the king 
is truth, the law is love, and the duration is eternity. 

So wrote Augustine in the year 412 QEpisHe cxxxviii. 

16 f.). 

The fundamental principle of the Augustinian phi- 
losophy of history was elaborately worked out in his 
City of God, on which he labored between the years 412 
and 426. Citizens of the '‘Divine City*' were those 
who lived in conformity with the divine will, while 
those of the “Earthly City” were devoted to purely 
worldly concerns and usually sank down into corrup- 
tion. Thus the human race was composed of two 
classes — ‘ ‘those who live according to God and those 
who live according to men. ’ ’ The distinguishing mark 
of citizenship in one or the other city was morally and 
intellectually determined, while in their physical ex- 
istence on the terrestrial plane all were intermingled. 
Gradually the divine city was destined to increase as 
the earthly city declined. The power of Rome had fur- 
nished useful support for Christianity in the past, but 
this religion contained within itself guaranties of its 
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destiny and perpetuity. Hence the fall of Rome could 
not affect the prosperity of the church. It was capable 
of surviving by its own inherent genius and of creating 
any needed new forms of political protection. God’s 
will in history was inseparably bound up with the 
increasing triumph of the impregnable City of God. 
Pagan belief in the eternity of the Roman Empire had 
been metamorphosed into a Christian confidence in the 
eternity of Christendom. 

Augustine believed that God would insure the social 
security of mankind through the agency of the church. 
It was the gradually expanding community of good 
angels and righteous men destined in time to supplant 
the earthly city composed of demons and wicked men. 
The terrestrial city had taken the form of successive 
world kingdoms, of which the Roman Empire was 
only one example. It had been better than its predeces- 
sors in that it had finally tolerated Christianity and 
xmder Roman emperors had become, at least in out- 
ward form, a Christian state. But the best and noblest 
form of society was to be realized not by making the 
Empire more Christian but by making the church more 
truly imperial as mankind increasingly submitted it- 
self to the will of God. He overruled all history for 
the education of the human race by a process of social 
evolution directed toward the establishment of his 
kingdom on earth and the attainment of a blessed im- 
mortality in the hereafter. The church, visible and in- 
visible, as a concrete phenomenon and a mystic sym- 
bol, was identical with the City of God and was slow- 
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ly dispossessing the earthly city of its subjects and its 
domains. Civil government was necessary for peaceful 
social order, and obedience to authority was a funda- 
mental Christian duty. But a good political adminis- 
tration was always of God’s making, in accordance 
with his design to aid the prosperity and expansion of 
Christianity. Its success was assured without the aid 
of princes, but they were not excluded from its bless- 
ings “if they make their power the handmaid of God’s 
majesty; if they fear, love and worship God.’’ The 
church was no longer within the Empire, but the Em- 
pire was within the church. 

Since God was completely the master of history, 
both evil and good were subservient to his purposes. 
Contemporary disasters were incident to the history of 
the earthly city and a consequence of the growing cor- 
ruption of Roman morals. While on the terrestrial 
plane, members of the heavenly commonwealth also 
suffered from these evils. Disaster was good discipline 
for Christians. It served to punish them for their sins 
and to test their worthiness of divine grace. It was 
God’s inscrutable way of preparing them for heavenly 
rewards. Yet present agonies, however much they 
might be exaggerated by their immediacy in experi- 
ence, were in reality much less severe than they had 
been in more ancient times. Viewed in the long per- 
spective of the past, the world was seen to be growing 
better rather than worse. To prove this thesis Augus- 
tine reviewed Roman history from the fall of Troy to 
the birth of Christ; and his assistant, Orosius, demon- 
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strated the same proposition by reference to universal 
history from the creation of Adam to the author’s own 
day (about a.d. 418.). 

Augustine was nearly fifteen years in writing the 
twenty-two books of his City of God, which he pub- 
lished gradually as the parts were completed. The 
work of Orosius, called Seven Books of History against 
the Pagans, was designed as a kind of supplement to the 
argument developed by Augustine in the first eleven 
books of his treatise. The completed work is full of 
digressions, many of which seem tedious to a modem 
reader; but the main line of the argument is consistent- 
ly pursued. Nor is it entirely original, but it is a fur- 
ther development of ways of thinking that had already 
begun to emerge. The symbolism of the two cities was 
borrowed by Augustine from Tyconius, who had con- 
trasted the “Cityof God” andthe “City of the Devil”; 
but the development of the idea into a universal phi- 
losophy of history was a distinctive product of Augus- 
tine’s genius. Also, the notion that the Pax Romana 
had been divinely ordered to prepare for the advent of 
Christ was an earlier conception. Prudentius, an older 
contemporary of Augustine, had given it definite liter- 
ary expression. The glory of imperial Rome filled htm 
with awe, a glory which was now a complete Chris- 
tian possession. One could now say that “the purple 
prostrates itself suppliant before the altars of Christ.” 
No one could longer doubt that Rome was consecrated 
to Christ, “the world brought into unity by the pax 
romana. 
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According to the Augustinian program, God from 
the very outset had been continually active in the his- 
torical process. Although his supervision of society 
had been somewhat limited by his permitting to man 
the exercise of free will, God had continued to rule the 
world with both mercy and justice. The ills by which 
he allowed men to be afflicted had a disciplinary end in 
view. The stubborn waywardness of man had resulted 
in all sorts of distress that were more conspicuous the 
farther one penetrated into the past. More ideal condi- 
tions had matured with the rise of the Roman Empire 
tmder Augustus, and thereby the stage had been set for 
the coming of Christ. That event marked a new era in 
world history. Thus, human impulses toward good 
had been reinforced and, more important still, a means 
of obtaining sacramental grace had been provided. 
The spread of Christianity among the pagans had so 
mitigated the divine v«rath that present sufferings 
were not to be compared with the agonies of earlier 
times. The barbarians might seem to be scourges of 
God when one’s judgment was warped by lack of his- 
torical perspective, but in reality the breakdown of the 
Roman Empire was only God’s method of making way 
for a larger triumph of the church. As the ecclesiasti- 
cal commonwealth enlarged, earthly governments 
would be absorbed or abolished. The church militant, 
destined to become the church triumphant, was the 
all-efficient instrument employed by God to implement 
his will in history. 

According to this way of thinking, the Kingdom of 
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God had already been instituted on earth. The mil- 
lennium, pictured in older Christian tradition as a 
future event, had actually been inaugurated four cen- 
turies ago, when Christ began his public ministry. 
Since that time he had been reigning over the saints, 
administering his government through the instrumen- 
tality of the church. For perhaps another six hundred 
years his dominion would gradually increase, but al- 
ready substantial progress was evident and ultimate 
victory was certain. Time would end, as it had begun, 
under the same divine supervision that had pervaded 
the universe throughout the entire course of its his- 
tory. 


E. THE SURVIVAL OF PROVIDENTIAL HISTORY 

In all of its essential features the Augustinian inter- 
pretation of universal history remained the prevalent 
view of Western Christendom throughout many cen- 
turies. Men believed that Divine Providence had regu- 
lated the affairs of the world from the day of creation 
to the present moment. Demonic agents and sinful men 
had deflected the course of historic development into 
devious bypaths from which it had been rescued by 
God’s intervention. The call of Abraham, the revela- 
tion to Moses and the prophets, and finally the incar- 
nation of Christ, followed by the founding of the 
church, had brought civilization back upon the main 
highway of providentially ordered history. Man’s role 
in the making of history had been relatively insig- 
nificant, apart from the responsibility that he bore for 
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perverting the process. But even his degeneracy had 
been patiently overruled by God, who knew how to 
make evil, as well as good, serve his ultimate purposes. 
In the last analysis it was pre-eminently and eternally 
God who made all of history. Even today this is the 
standard faith of both Roman Catholicism and the 
main branches of Protestantism. 

Minor details in the program of Augustine were 
altered from time to time to suit changing circum- 
stances, but the substantial structure of his thinking 
remained unaffected. In the next generation Salvian, 
living in Gaul during the period when the barbarian 
invaders were possessing themselves of the country, 
further reflected upon “God’s government of the 
world.’’ He, too, viewed distress as the judgment of 
God upon the sins of men, even of Christians; but he 
saw remedial values in this experience. It was through 
hardship that we “make our way into the kingdom.” 
The Romans, conquered by their vicious lives, had 
been morally worse than the barbarians and conse- 
quently had suffered greater calamities. Since the new 
kingdoms were to endure while the Empire declined, 
they were thought capable of rendering real service to 
the Christian cause. Similarly, Vincent of Lerins con- 
templated the continued expansion of orthodox Chris- 
tian doctrine, enlarged by time and refined by age, 
throughout “ages and centuries.” The hope of the 
world even under barbarian dominion resided in the 
“universality and antiquity of the Catholic church” 
as God’s instrument for bringing his kingdom to reali- 
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zation. As the barbarians became increasingly the 
guardians of the social order in the West, Christian 
thinking about history readily adjusted itself to the 
new situation without changing its main features. 
Whether the “Earthly City’’ was a kingdom of Van- 
dals, Goths, Lombards, or Franks did not greatly mat- 
ter, since in the last resort God’s designs were auto- 
matically operative only through the church. 

The belief that the historical order is providentially 
directed through the instrumentality of the church 
inspired the leaders of that organization to assume re- 
sponsibility for the supervision of all of society’s con- 
cerns. In the West, where the political authorities 
failed to measure up to the duty of serving the ecumen- 
ical interests of Christianity, this obligation was as- 
sumed by the church itself. The bishop of Rome, as 
the successor of Peter, to whom Christ had delegated 
the task of founding the Kingdom of God on earth, 
felt impelled to assert his authority over both church 
and state. Leo (440-61), Gelasius (492-96), and Greg- 
ory (590-604) struggled to keep history moving sure- 
ly along the course of ecclesiastical progress amid stag- 
gering conditions of social disruption. They clung 
tenaciously to the conviction that the hand of Provi- 
dence continued to direct the affairs of the world. 
Even the most heinous depredations of the Evil One 
were subject to the will of God. Satan had no place in 
the church; yet all of his machinations were overruled 
for divine ends. This opinion was tersely expressed by 
Gregory in his remark that Satan was always unright- 
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eous, but “the iniquities he proposes to commit God 
allows only in so far as they serve the ends of justice.” 
History was being shaped, even in the most troublous 
times, by God working through the church. 

A new spirit of confidence took possession of West- 
ern Christendom with the rise of the Frankish power 
to dominance under Charlemagne. His favorite book 
was Augustine’s City of God. He felt himself to be the 
divinely chosen protector of the church, a friend to the 
friends of the popes and an enemy to their enemies. 
Now the two “cities” had merged into one. Church 
and state were no longer rival institutions operating in 
separate spheres in God’s government of the world. 
Both prince and bishop were churchmen who shared a 
common responsibility for maintaining a Christian 
civilization. Kings ruled by divine right under the pa- 
tronage of the church, and it was entitled to protection 
by the royal power which it had thus created. Both 
political and religious oiEcials served within the scope 
of God’s constructive activities in the making of his- 
tory. 

The conviction that the church was God’s only in- 
strument for use in establishing his kingdom, and that 
supervision of political administrations was also the 
task of the ecclesiastical authorities, inspired the long 
and often bitter struggle on the part of popes in the 
Middle Ages to dominate emperors and kings. In the 
sphere of the Kingdom of God the Roman pontiff was 
“Christ on earth,” the light of the nations and the 
lodestar of the people, ‘ ‘in order that salvation might 
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universally obtain even to the ends of the earth/' So 
it was affirmed by Arnald of Villanova at the close of 
the thirteenth century. This supreme responsibility of 
the church for insuring a God-ordered civilization re- 
ceived its classical expression in the famous Unam 
Sanctam of Boniface VIII in the year 1302. It declared 
that “both the spiritual and the temporal swords are 
in the power of the church, but the latter is wielded 
for the church and the former by the church; the one 
by priests, the other by kings and soldiers, but at the 
command or with the approval of the priest." 

By subjecting all political power to the authority of 
the church the unity and universality of God's control 
of history had been preserved. Yet society failed to 
arrive at a state of millennial perfection. The power of 
kings, particularly in France and England, slowly in- 
creased to the point where these monarchs resisted 
papal supervision and claimed to rule by a divine right 
received directly from Heaven. Emperors and popes 
fought with one another for supremacy. Even the Cru- 
sades failed to cement the multiplying diversities of 
European society into a unified Christian common- 
wealth. The forces of disruption continued to gather 
momentum. The facts of experience were negating the 
theory of a papally controlled society in which the 
earthly city and the City of God were fused. This ver- 
sion of Augustinianism needed further revision to 
make it accord with the imsettled state of the times. 

Those medievalists who gave attention to history 
were usually content to compose annals quite free 
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from philosophical reflection. But a true successor of 
Augustine appeared in the person of Otto of Freising, 
who wrote a universal history, bringing the story 
down to A.D. 1146. This Chronicon, or Two Cities, fol- 
lowed the pattern of Augustine and Orosius, except 
that it abandoned their optimistic outlook on the 
future. Otto retained full confidence in God’s govern- 
ment of the world, but the turbulence of the times in 
the twelfth century convinced him that the day of 
judgment was at hand. Christendom itself had become 
so corrupted that it offered no hope for bringing the 
City of God to realization on earth. That could be ac- 
complished only by a catastrophic act of Deity. It was 
the City of Antichrist to which the present wretched 
condition of the world pointed; and, when this de- 
monic regime had reached its brief but terrible climax, 
God’s redemption would be suddenly revealed. 

The revived strain of apocalypticism continued to 
flourish in different areas of medieval thinking, but the 
most significant supplement to the providential inter- 
pretation of history came from another source within 
the church. The scholastic theologians who substi- 
tuted the Aristotelian philosophy for the Platonism of 
Augustine — or perhaps one should say “superimposed 
the former upon the latter” — ^while they did not con- 
cern themselves primarily with historical theory, led 
the Christian mind toward a new synthesis of the to- 
tality of history. Augustine had been chiefly con- 
cerned to justify the ways of God to man; but scholas- 
ticism, especially as expounded by Thomas Aquinas, 
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gave man a larger measure of responsibility for shaping 
the course of the world. While not for a moment as- 
suming that the providential oversight of God had 
been in the least relaxed, or that the church, even as 
papally administered, was not the divine instrument 
for bringing the Kingdom of God to realization on 
earth, Aquinas stressed the dignity of human nature 
and the operation of man’s rational free will as forces 
co-operating with God in determining historical 
events. In other words, both God and man joined 
hands in the providential government of the world. 
It followed that progress in history waited upon the 
wisdom and willingness of man to pursue the way of 
truth supremely revealed in the teaching and conduct 
of the church. The end might be far off; but advance 
toward the goal was assured, and the ultimate out- 
come was certain. 

With the rise of Protestantism popular confidence in 
the providential administration of world affairs 
through the agency of the Roman pontiff was ex- 
plicitly denied. The Protestants reverted to the Augus- 
tinian way of thinking, in which the activity of God 
almost obliterated any human responsibility for shap- 
ing the course of providentially supervised events. 
There was a sharp revival of interest in history, but for 
the moment its main concern was to demonstrate the 
decadence of the Roman Catholic establishment. The 
hand of God had been uniquely manifest in the primi- 
tive age of the church, but satanic influence had been 
increasingly conspicuous during the last thousand 
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years. Thus, traditional Protestantism repeated with- 
out essential alterations the providential interpreta- 
tion of history expounded by Augustine. 

Among Roman Catholics the authority of Thomas 
Aquinas was reinstated by the Council of Trent (1545“ 
63), but his significance for the interpretation of his- 
tory has not been vigorously revived until within rela- 
tively recent times. Bossuet’s noted Discourse on Uni- 
versal History y first published in 1681, was mainly a re- 
afiirmation of Augustinianism designed to glorify the 
Catholic church of France. And even Giambattista Vi- 
co’s “sociological” reading of human history, not- 
withstanding its scientific sincerity, rested upon faith 
in the same Platonic absolute that supported the ex- 
position of Augustine. 

It has remained for the modern Neo-Thomists to 
defend the providential view of history by reference to 
the metaphysical postulates of Aquinas. They make 
God the ultimate ground of the historical process, the 
first cause, the prime mover. He is also the all-domi- 
nating overlord who controls the end from the begin- 
ning. But rational human nature and man’s freedom to 
choose between good and evil are also conditioning 
factors in the making of history. God alone deter- 
mines the end, but men are responsible for shaping the 
course. Evil does not inhere in the nature of things but 
is a consequence of satanic activity leading men to 
make choices that depart from the true wisdom taught 
by the church. 

Thus, God still operates through the church, even 
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though the latter no longer controls hy force cither 
individuals or states. Rather, it is the persuasive 
power of the redemptive wisdom emanating from the 
church, and by it alone, that the future progress of his- 
tory is insured. Evil cannot ultimately prevail because 
God turns to good account even wicked designs and 
actions. The devil does badly only what good folks 
temporarily fail to do well. And so history ever moves 
forward, carrying along this fiendish vampire in the 
historical stream but allowing him to be active only in 
respect to those things not redeemed by the blood of 
Christ. Time belongs to God, whose inscrutable pur- 
poses are always approaching fulfilment. Good and 
bad are still intermingled; but, as time moves on, the 
moment of final separation will arrive when the tri- 
umph of God will be complete and history will be at 
an end.'^ 

^ See, e.g., Christopher Dawson, Progress and PjtUgion (London, 1929}; 
J. Maritain, Freedom in the Modern World (New York, 1936); Peter Guilday 
(cd.), The Catholic Philosophy of History (New York, 1936). 
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THE HUMAN VIEW OF HISTORY 


T oward the beginning of the nineteenth cen- 
tury men began to be more definitely conscious 
of their own responsibility for the making of 
history. Human initiative demanded, and received, an 
increasing measure of recognition in the political, eco- 
nomic, and intellectual spheres. Even in the always 
conservative atmosphere of religion there was a grow- 
ing tendency to tolerate divergent opinions and prac- 
tices sponsored by different groups acting under the 
conviction that their personal tastes should be deter- 
minative for their beliefs and conduct. The individual 
acquired a new freedom in both word and deed — a fact 
that immensely augmented his accountability for the 
shaping of the world’s affairs. Gradually emphasis 
shifted from the decrees of God to the activities of men 
in molding the course of history. 

The shift of interest from the transcendental sphere 
of the Deity to mundane actualities resulted in a type 
of historical interpretation more suitably termed ‘‘hu- 
man,” or “secular,” rather than “providential,” or 
“sacred.” Human history draws its deductions from 
the observable facts of the recoverable temporal se- 
quence without primary reference to what may have 
been in the mind of God before the beginning of time 
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or what may be his intentions regarding the outcome 
of cosmic events when measurable time has issued in 
eternity. It may altogether refrain from concerning it- 
self with God’s relation to history, or it may attempt 
to read the divine mind in the concrete signs of the 
times. In any event, it is less interested in justifying 
the ways of God to man than in tracing the process of 
the human struggle godward. It shuns metaphysical 
speculation and worships at the shrine of empiricism. 

A. THE SEARCH FOR FACTS 

The empirical historian’s first loyalty is to his avail- 
able sources of information. For knowledge of events 
that lie beyond the range of his personal observation, 
his primary dependence is upon documents. Where 
these arc lacking, history is a blank. Hence the avid 
search for historical records that has been carried on 
with increasing vigor during the past century. At- 
tempts have been made to seek out the literary re- 
mains of every ancient culture in all parts of the world, 
to decipher every unknown tongue in which any docu- 
ment happens to have been written, and to make these 
sources available for study in hundreds of modern re- 
search libraries. This gigantic task has elicited the de- 
votion of a host of scholars in various centers of learn- 
ing throughout the civilized world. The assembling, 
the reading, and the interpretation of documents is the 
first task of the historian. 

The literary records of the past have been extensive- 
ly supplemented by digging among the ruins of ancient 
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sites where old civilizations once flourished. These 
archeological excavations have uncovered vast quanti- 
ties of data for use by the historian. Local inscrip- 
tions, thus unearthed, often prove very informative. 
The foundations of city walls, temples, theaters, and 
private dwellings tell their own story. Cooking uten- 
sils, temple furniture, and objects of art reveal the 
ancient mode of life. The images and legends on coins 
arc suggestive of the political and religious interests of 
antiquity. The trappings from tombs disclose current 
customs and hopes that were entertained regarding life 
after death. Old libraries of clay tablets open up a 
new world of cultural activities and mental outlooks. 
Papyri and potsherds recovered from heaps of rubbish 
yield fragments of information about the business and 
social life of the ordinary citizen. Thus, archeology 
has become one of the historian’s most valuable in- 
struments for restoring a knowledge of the way in 
which mankind has lived and wrought out various 
types of civilization in every quarter of the earth’s 
surface. 

The search for facts involves more than the mere 
recovery of objective data. In order to rebuild the 
story of the past, the historian undertakes the addi- 
tional task of so interpreting his archeological fin din gs 
and documentary sources as to restore a picture of the 
actual life of people in ancient times. He must fill in 
numerous blanks in the records before the skeletal re- 
mains can be clothed with a vital body of reality. If, 
as often happens, he has only fragments of a temple 
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column, he must judge its total shape and size from the 
curvature and contour of the bits that arc at his dis- 
posal. From the ruins of an altar and a few ritual uten- 
sils he ventures to reconstruct a picture of the opera- 
tions and meaning of an ancient religious cult. Scat- 
tered remarks from brief inscriptions, broken pieces of 
pottery, or tags of papyrus have to be woven into a 
continuous story of prevailing ways of thought and 
conduct. This is a venturesome procedure that severe- 
ly tests the skill, vision, and judgment of every would- 
be reliable historian. Since he limits himself to such 
knowledge as is obtainable on the strictly human 
level, his conclusions can be only relatively correct. 
He may not claim for them absolute validity. 

Historians nowadays have come to realize that even 
the bulkier type of written documents has to be viewed 
with a critical eye. As long ago as the fifteenth cen- 
tury, representatives of the new humanistic learning in 
Europe began to distrust certain long-accepted records 
from antiquity. While it was allowed that history 
might still have been made by the hand of God, the 
story of past events was seen to have been a human 
product liable to errors of judgment — if, indeed, it was 
not sometimes a deliberate invention. In the year 1439 
Laurentius Valla, an Italian humanist, demonstrated 
that the Donation of Constantine, until then univer- 
sally accepted as an accurate record of fact, was a 
forged document. Later he exposed the fictitious char- 
acter of the correspondence between Abgar and Christ, 
which had been generally believed since the time of 
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Eusebius, who had included it in his Church History, 
Book i, chapter 13. 

The necessitf of critically questioning the accuracy 
of documents has slowly gained recognition, until to- 
day it is a universally admitted procedure for every 
diligent historian. Since all written records are hu- 
man creations, they partake of the limitations or per- 
versities tmder which their authors labored. How they 
are to be studied, the questions one must ask about 
them, and the processes by which the ultimate truth 
of history may be partially or wholly recovered from 
the imperfect or incomplete records have been made 
subjects of inquiry by numerous scholars who have 
composed either handbooks or encyclopedic treatises 
to guide their colleagues in the correct pursuit of his- 
torical knowledge.^ 

If history has been written by fallible men and 

^ Sec, c.g., E. A. Freeman, The Methods of Historical Study (London, 1886); 
C. V. Langlois and C. Seignobos, Introduction to the Study of History (New 
York, 1898); H. B. George, Historical Evidence (Oxford, 1909); J. M. Vincent, 
Historical Research: An Outline of Theory and Practice (New York, 1911); F. M. 
Fling, The Writing of History: An Introduction to Historical Method (New 
Haven, 1920); E. Bernheim, Lehrbuch der historischen Methode und der Ge- 
schichtsphilosofhie (Leipzig, 1889, and several later editions); W. Bauer, 
Einfuhrung in das Studium der Geschichte (2d ed.; Tubingen, 1928); A. Fedcr, 
Lehrhuch der geschichtlichen Methode (3d ed.; Regensburg, 1924). For the his- 
torical and critical evaluation of the new methods, see E. Fueter, Geschichte 
der neueren Historiographie (Munich, 1911); G. P. Gooch, History and His^ 
torians in the Nineteenth Century (London, 1913); M. Ritter, Die Entwicklung 
der Geschichtswissenschaft (Berlin, 1919); E. Troeltsch, Der Historismus und 
seine Problem (Tiibingcn, 1922); Maurice Mandelbaum, The Problem of His- 
torical Knowledge (New York, 1938). 
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passed on to posterity in recopied or translated ver- 
sions of the original composition, the first duty of the 
interpreter would seem to be the recovery of the an- 
cient text and a correct understanding of its language. 
An increasing effort to restore original texts and to 
comprehend the accurate meaning of the tongue in 
which they were composed is a commonplace among 
all present-day thinkers about history. Even the ca- 
nonical scriptures of Christendom, originally written 
in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek and surviving today 
in a multitude of varying manuscripts and transla- 
tions, must be subjected to the restorative process. 
One who would recover accurately the course of so- 
called “sacred history” must at least allow that secu- 
lar influences have been operative in the transmission 
of the records, even though it should still be main- 
tained that the original documents were more directly 
inspired by God. The necessity of this work of the 
“lower” criticism, as it has been commonly termed, is 
nowadays universally recognized. 

The modern interpretation of history is not, how- 
ever, content with the mere effort to discover, restore, 
assemble, and decipher original texts. Beyond the doc- 
ument lies the question of the dependability of the 
tradition which it embodied. Whether an author used 
oral or written sources, or both, the information that 
came to him may have been subject to human limita- 
tions. Lack of adequate knowledge, zeal for a favorite 
cause, the allurements of a vivid imagination, the in- 
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fluence of local circumstances, and even a sincere or 
perverse desire to shape the thinking of posterity may 
have operated to produce the traditions which an an- 
cient author incorporated in his writings. Moreover, 
the accuracy — if not, indeed, the good faith of an 
author is always open to question. Even if he did not 
deliberately distort the facts to suit his taste, he may 
at least have been honestly mistaken in his recon- 
struction of events. 

One must constantly reckon with the personal equa- 
tion. The situation in which a writer lived, his oppor- 
tunities for assembling correct information, the pur- 
pose his composition was designed to serve, his per- 
sonal likes and dislikes, and every other weakness or 
limitation to which human flesh is heir must be taken 
account of by the student of history. Thus has arisen 
the “higher” criticism, as it has been called, by which 
one seeks to go beyond the verbally accurate text to an 
analysis of the sources, a determination of actual au- 
thorship, a knowledge of the time and place of com- 
position, and a judgment on the dependability of the 
various items of information reported in the text. 

The secular approach of this “higher” criticism has 
now extensively invaded the domain of Christian his- 
torical thinking, including even the treatment of bibli- 
cal documents. The fact of canonicity is no longer as- 
sumed to be a guaranty of accuracy. While the writers 
of both Old and New Testament narratives may have 
believed their statements to be true, one must still rec- 
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ognize the human limitations under which they la- 
bored. The student seeks to analyze the sources used 
by the several writers. He asks questions about the 
identity of the authors, the time and place and condi- 
tions under which they lived, and the immediate pur- 
pose they had in view. Only in a limited or secondary 
sense can their works be accepted as records of the 
divine ordering of history. While they report the sin- 
cere convictions of pious persons, they at the same 
time speak the language, reflect the thinking, and em- 
body the interests of fallible human beings. 

It has now become the primary task of the historian 
to determine exactly what has happened in the past on 
the purely terrestrial level. In pursuit of this goal he 
studiously scrutinizes all available documents and 
every other type of data that are recoverable from 
every age and place of man’s life upon the earth. The 
range of inquiry has expanded to include the multitu- 
dinous activities and interests of the whole of man- 
kind. The individual may be the elemental unit in the 
making of history, but he gains historical significance 
only by his life in association with his fellows. As a 
person in action he is a member of a family, of a com- 
munity, of a clan, of a city-state, of a nation. His par- 
ticipation in the societal system gives integrity to his 
living and insures the perpetuity of his contribution, 
.s mall or great as it may be, to the swelling stream of 
history. 

From the human point of view, in the last analysis 
all history is, or ought to be, social history. Society is 
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the point of departure for all human living. It is the 
arena in which individuals fulfil their destiny, and it 
is the soil in which their continuing influence strikes 
its roots and from which it bears its fruit. While one 
may truthfully say that men create society, they do so 
only as active members of the society in the process of 
whose making they vitally share. A century ago 
Thomas Carlyle could believe that “the history of 
what man has accomplished in this world is at bottom 
the history of great men who have worked here. ’ ’ And 
we may readily agree with him that they are “profit- 
able company.” But we must remember that the life 
of the great man is always socially conditioned both 
in its genesis and in its operations. Had his interests 
and conduct been so entirely novel as to separate him 
completely from the ordinary life of his contempo- 
raries, he would have been adjudged a freak rather 
than a hero and would have been straightway for-, 
gotten. The history of the common herd of humanity 
is the substantial reality constituting the foil against 
which to display the alleged virtues of the genius or 
the hero. History includes all of them in its totality. 

Consequently, the historian’s search for facts em- 
braces the entire field of man’s life within his total 
social environment. His habits, his ideas, his activi- 
ties, and his accomplishments throughout the whole 
course of mankind’s existence upon the earth are the 
constituent elements of the historical picture that one 
seeks to restore. It includes every type of human insti- 
tution — ^whether political, economic, religious, aes- 

[ 64 ] 



THE HUMAN VIEW OF HISTORY 


thetic, or cultural in the most comprehensive sense of 
the term. It embraces every skill that has been devel- 
oped. and every idea that has been entertained. Tech- 
nology, philosophy, science, education, industry, 
commerce, and every other form of activity in which 
men have participated come within the range of the 
historian’s vision. He aims to write the complete 
story of human civilization. No available fact about 
the past is foreign to his interest. This perfection of 
knowledge is a grand ambition whose fulfillment is still 
far from realization. Perhaps it is a fleeing goal which 
many future generations of scholars may desperately 
but vainly struggle to attain. But anyone who is con- 
tent to relax the strenuous quest for facts will forfeit 
his right to membership in the fraternity of accurate 
historians. 


B. THE DISCOVERY OF CAUSES 

The secular view of documents was early supple- 
mented by a tendency to interpret in a similar way the 
formative influences that have been operative in the 
making of history. Earlier scholars had assumed that 
their only task was to describe, as accurately as the 
records would permit, the happenings of the past. To 
determine why things had happened as they did was 
no part of their problem. This was the objective ideal 
enunciated by the famous Leopold von Ranke, who by 
the middle of the nineteenth century had become the 
Nestor of the rising generation of scientific historians 
in Germany. His alleged purpose was merely to make 
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clear what had actually occurred. The statement was 
well meaut and important as an antidote to current 
historical romancing and Hegelian metaphysical spec- 
ulation. It brought the subject down to earth and 
thoroughly domesticated it on the human level. But 
disciples of von Ranke have sometimes been tempted 
to transform his wise advice into an infallible norm 
for all future conduct. It then becomes not only a safe- 
guard against fictional and philosophical perversions 
of history but also a negation of the propriety of look- 
ing behind specific events to discover their natural or 
necessary causes on the historical stage of strictly hu- 
man conduct. 

Nowadays it has become a common procedure to 
seek the key to the historical process in the realm of 
natural, rather than supernatural, causation. To de- 
termine just what happened is only preliminary to the 
task of discovering the causes that induced the event. 
Since history is the product of social evolution and 
since society is always a going concern where antece- 
dents and consequents are in perpetual motion, one 
endeavors to amplify historical knowledge by examin- 
ing the causal nexus in which every event has its nec- 
essary setting. The happenings of the past are viewed 
in their proper genetic connections as the historical 
panorama unfolds itself before the eye of the attentive 
observer. Both causes and results are held to be equal- 
ly valid facts of secular history. 

The quest for causes has invited much speculation 
and experiment. There has been a prevalent tempta- 
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tio0 to oversimplify. One cause exalted above all 
others is made the dominant, if not the sole, formative 
influence shaping the total course of history. The 
older types of interpretation found ideas and personali- 
ties to be the determining factors in historical evolu- 
tion. In this respect the heritage from Hegel was espe- 
cially conspicuous. As he read the story of the past, it 
was the record of the way in which the absolute idea 
had been striving to break through from above into 
the temporal scene. The struggle had been a fluctuat- 
ing one by which thesis and antithesis gradually cul- 
minated in synthesis. This conflict of pros and cons 
issued by degrees in a realization of the world's ulti- 
mate purpose, which is to manifest in itself the actual 
embodiment of the divine reason. Thus the providen- 
tial view of history is reinstated: “Reason in its most 
concrete form is God. God governs the world; the ac- 
tual working of his government — the carrying out of 
his plan — is the history of the world." 

When the idea is particularized in the form of the 
mental activity of outstanding persons, they become 
the ultimate creators of history. It is said to be shaped 
by the persistent motives of man and the permanent 
habits of his mind. Thus the science of history is essen- 
tially psychological. Not only does one recognize the 
creative mentality of individuals, but certain abstract 
psychological principles are assumed to hold true for 
groups or classes of men, like the primitives, the hero, 
the genius, the laborer, the capitalist, the clan, the 
face, the nation, or other specific social units. Then it 
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is oniy a short step to the further postulate that some 
dominating principle from without, like world spirit 
or social mind, is the ultimate factor in the making of 
history. Thus the providential view, though in a de- 
natured form, is once more enthroned above the proc- 
esses of historical development. History is made after 
some prescribed pattern a comprehension of which 
furnishes the key to the whole. 

Many older historians believed that political aspira- 
tions had been the elemental factor in shaping the 
course of the historical process. Hegel had assumed 
that the final manifestation of his absolute idea would 
find concrete expression in the organization of the 
ideal German state. This was the goal toward which 
all historical development was directed. Since or- 
ganized government was necessary to safeguard every 
form of social desire and activity, the establishment of 
a stable political order was the primary purpose to- 
ward which the human struggle for existence aimed. 
Hence, the efforts of the historian were devoted to an 
understanding of the origin, the development, the 
conditioning factors, and the task of political institu- 
tions. The information essential for this purpose was 
to be found in the biographies of outstanding leaders. 
Generals who conducted wars, kings and emperors 
who formulated and administered laws, the legislative 
enactments of ruling bodies, and the rival conflicts be- 
tween nations were the matters of first importance. 
One who had acquired a true insight into these phc- 
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nomcna was thought to know the inner secrets of his- 
tory. 

When history came to be viewed more explicitly in 
terms of the complexities of the elemental social proc- 
ess, political institutions were seen to be the product, 
rather than the primary cause, of the development. 
All institutions represent a secondary stage in the 
growth of the social structure; they arc devised to con- 
serve or nourish more fundamental interests of man- 
kind. Man is a living organism dwelling within a 
physical and social environment, where he is impelled 
in his activities by natural appetites and mental curi- 
osity. He has, or believes that he has, powers of 
choice and capacities for attainment beyond what is 
offered to him in his immediate situation. Hence he 
makes history by responding to his impulses, pursuing 
his desires, and practicing his choices. Therefore, one 
who would discover the genetic causes of history must 
plumb the murky depths of human motives to action 
at these more elemental levels of conduct. 

Some interpreters have found the secret of historical 
causation in man’s physical environment. Every life 
has its physical setting. To say that the individual is a 
“child of earth” is no mere figure of speech. If his 
body is dust of its dust, so too is its atmosphere his 
life-giving breath. His food is such as its soil and its 
waters yield. His clothing and his shelter are its pe- 
culiar gifts. His cultural heritage is the remembered 
story of man’s struggle for attainment within its limi- 
tations. The tasks that challenge his spirit are set by 

[ 69 ] 



THE CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY OP HISTORY 


those conditions of society which it has shaped and 
sustained. And the ideals he cherishes come to realiza- 
tion only as they are translated into concrete attitudes 
and deeds by himself and other actual people who con- 
tinue to inhabit one or another region of the earth’s 
surface. 

Shortly after the middle of the nineteenth century 
Henry Thomas Buckle, in his History of Civilization in 
Englandy sought to show how the mental and moral 
development of man was influenced by external forces 
of nature. Stressing the intimate connection between 
human actions and physical laws, he affirmed that 
greater knowledge of the latter would light up many 
obscure questions about formative factors that had 
gone into the making of history. The work of Buckle 
seems to modem scholars immature and sometimes 
naive, but his theme has been developed in more spe- 
cialized forms by several successors. 

The influence of geography and climate has some- 
times been strongly emphasized. It is a self-evident 
fact that human living is conditioned by the produc- 
tivity of the soil, by the prevalence or lack of rainfall, 
by degrees of cold and heat, by contiguity to the sea, 
by the contours of mountain-encircled territories, and 
the like. These forces were conspicuous in determining 
many ancient civilizations. The river valleys in Meso- 
potamia and Egypt and the location of Palestine as the 
physical bridge between Egypt and Mesopotamia are 
substantial facts underlying the history of the ancient 
peoples who dwelt in these regions. The effect of the 
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Mediterranean Sea upon the history of Roman civiliza- 
tion is perfectly apparent. Similar observations hold 
good for the activity of man in every area of the earth’s 
surface. Whether the influence of physical environ- 
ment is thought to be mandatory or only passively 
operative, its effect upon history is an elemental fact 
not to be ignored.^ 

The acquisitive instincts of mankind have suggested 
to other modem historians that the economic quest 
has been the ultimate creator of history. Subsistence 
has always been an important problem for humanity. 
From earliest times individuals and groups have con- 
tended with rivals for the possession of hunting 
grounds, pasture lands, or other physical possessions 
necessary for the maintenance of life. Nations have 
fought with nations for control of natural resources, 
commercial privileges, and mastery of the sinews of 
productivity. Within specific social groups there has 
been a perpetual conflict between classes aspiring to 
acquire financial well-being at the expense of com- 
petitors. Just as natural selection is a fundamental law 
of life in the physical realm, so the economic stmggle 
is thought to be the basal motivation in the social 

2 See, further, Lucicn Fcbvrc, A Geographical Iraroduction to History (New 
York, 1925 ); H. B. George, The Relations of Geography and History (5th cd.; 
Oxford, 1924 ); E. Huntington, Civilization and Climate (3d cd.,* New Haven, 

1924) j Ellen C. Semple, Influences of Geographic Environment (New York, 
1911 ); Franklin Thomas, The Environmental Basis of Society (New York, 

1925) ; Ray H. Whitbeck and Olive J. Thomas, The Geographic Factor: Its Role 
in Life and Civilization (New York, 1932); J. Brunhes and C. Vallaux, La 
GUgraphie de Thistoire (Paris, 1921). 
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evolution of the human race. Viewed from this angle, 
the development of all historical institutions is due to 
man’s desire for worldly possessions. Whether the in- 
stitutions are political, intellectual, cultural, or re- 
ligious, the economic urge is believed to have exerted 
the preponderant influence in shaping the progress of 
society.® 

By the middle of the nineteenth century the doctrine 
of economic determinism had taken substantial form 
in its exposition by Karl Marx. He believed that ma- 
terial conditions furnished the cause of all historical 
movements. Leaning heavily upon the philosophy of 
Hegel, he sought the essence of history in the fact of 
struggle, but he substituted rival classes of society for 
the Hegelian conflict of ideas. And from his older con- 
temporary, Feuerbach, he adopted the slogan “Man 
is what he eats.” Reasoning from these premises, 
Marx found the whole history of mankind explained 
in terms of the struggle between the ruling and the 
oppressed classes. And the ideal goal of history was 
the ultimate triumph of a revolutionary proletariat 
that would redeem the world by the suppression of all 
opposing classes. Labor would exploit for its own 
benefit the entire industrial and political system. This 
new society, completely dominated by economic inter- 

® For more recent typical expositions of the subject one may consult 
E. R- A. Scligman, Thi Economic Interpretation of History (New York, 1902); 
R. H. Tawney, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (New York, 1926); Max 
Weber, General Economic History (New York, 1927); A. L. Rowse, Science and 
History: A New View of History (New York, 1928); H. See, The Economic Inter- 
pretation of History (New York, 1930). 
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ests, would mark the climax of historical develop- 
ment. Mankind was destined for an economic utopia. 

Regardless of the judgment one may pass upon the 
communistic experiment in modern Russia, where the 
Marxian philosophy has secured its largest following, 
many present-day historians retain a high regard for 
the formative influence of economic considerations. 
The various institutions of civilized society rest upon 
a financial foundation without which they would 
quickly decline and crumble. Economic prosperity is 
the very lifeblood of our industrial order. Labor, 
business, law, education, religion, the aesthetic arts, 
national and international politics, and every cultural 
enterprise in which men engage depend for their suc- 
cess upon an adequate source of material subsistence. 
And, since the quest for subsistence, maintained upon 
the highest possible level, is thought to be the funda- 
mental and universal aim of individual and social life, 
the economic motive becomes in the end the determin- 
ing factor in the total process of historical evolution. 
Even when it is conceded to be only one among many 
forces actuating human conduct, it is still thought to 
be the most elemental and powerful influence opera- 
tive in the life of mankind. 

Other interpreters would attach greater significance 
to the creative power of man’s intellectual quest. At a 
higher level of existence his love of truth transcends 
his love of money. This quality may as yet character- 
ize the few rather than the many, but it is said to be a 
latent capacity due to increase with the gradual ad- 
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vance of civilization and will become, in the long cen- 
turies that lie ahead, the ultimate power finally shap- 
ing the course of history. Indeed, the past is rich in 
illustrious examples of men who have lived for the 
pursuit of ideals even at the price of persecution and 
martyrdom. Nor has their memory and influence suf- 
fered eclipse in consequence of their unfortunate fate. 
The Hebrew prophets were usually despised by their 
contemporaries, Socrates was compelled to drink the 
cup of poison, and Jesus was nailed to a cross — all in 
consequence of their unyielding allegiance to their 
respective visions of truth. And history ever since has 
been eiiriched by their contributions to the moral, in- 
tellectual, and spiritual aspects of human living. The 
mental life of man is quite as realistic a fact as is his 
material being. These two phases of his existence are 
inseparably bound together, and neither can be under- 
stood without allowing to each its due measure of in- 
fluence. 

History's concern with the activities of the human 
mind may be a more subtle quest than that which deals 
only with material things, but it is none the less sig- 
nificant for an understanding of the motives that have 
determined conduct. The present has been justly called 
a “materialistic age"; yet, even so, the dominating 
purposes of life do not always aim at physical satisfac- 
tions. The love of parents for their children, human 
sympathy for the unfortunate, the pursuit of ideals. for 
their own sake, the devotion of the scientist to the 
search for knowledge, the self-giving service of the 
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teacher for the good of his pupils, the sacrificial life of 
many ministers of religion at home or in distant lands, 
and even the spirit of brotherhood inconspicuously 
displayed by hosts of forgotten men — ail bear eloquent 
testimony to vital urges on the human plane that make 
history something more than an elemental economic 
drive. It is very true that man cannot live without 
bread, but frequently he will go a long way toward 
denying the satisfactions of the palate in the interests 
of serving his appetite for intellectual, artistic, moral, 
and social ideals. Even politicians arc not always in- 
sincere in their devotion to ideals, and they have been 
known to endure much personal inconvenience in the 
service of what they believed to be a just and worthy 
cause. 

Religion has played a large role in the making of 
history. At least in theory, the religious man pledges 
his primary allegiance to moral and spiritual ideals. 
Just as it is only valuable coinage that inspires coun- 
terfeits, so religion has often been preyed upon by the 
charlatan. But, by and large, he is the exception 
rather than the rule. And, since ideals are judgments 
of value made according to the measure of light pos- 
sessed by their adherents, they may, on occasion, 
seem to have been hardly worthy of pursuit. But that 
contingency does not alter the fact of their predomi- 
nant influence in determining human action in the 
past. The historian who ignores the moral and spirit- 
ual quests of men, whether he adjudges them worthy 
or tmworthy, will fail to appreciate one of the most 
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significant factors that have entered into the making of 
history. 

When the genetic forces in the historical process are 
sought within society itself, their complexity becomes 
immediately manifest. No single cause can be set 
above all others. Variety of form and multiplicity of 
interaction weave themselves into an intricate pattern 
whose details are often difficult, if not impossible, to 
distinguish. One or another influence may be domi- 
nant for the moment in a specific situation, but all of 
them have to be taken into account to explain the to- 
tal picture. 

Man lives in a world of physical limitations; yet he 
constantly invades another world, real or imaginary, 
created by his mental explorations. Territory, soil, 
and climate may determine his food and clothing; but 
even these needs cannot be satisfied without some 
measure of intelligent co-operation on his part. As for 
the economic quest, he may will to pursue it or he may 
will otherwise. He is free to shape his political ideals 
in accordance with his changing tastes. He explores 
the realms of moral and spiritual attainment and 
chooses the paths he will pursue or avoid. He is ever 
learning by experience. This program may be called 
one of trial and error, or it may be termed the pursuit 
of experiment and aspiration. In any event, life is per- 
petually on the move, and its course is being shaped by 
multitudinous forces — some of them old and some 
new, some from without and others welling up from 
within — ^that generate the processes of history. 
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C. THE PROBLEM OF PROGRESS 

When men make history, what specific end do they 
have in view, and in what measure are they progress- 
ing toward the attainment of their goal? Betterment 
has been a universal ambition. If men have not im- 
proved their status with the passing of the centuries, 
their failure cannot be charged to absence of desire or 
lack of effort. Yet they may have erred in their judg- 
ments of value, and their energies may have lagged far 
behind their aspirations. The fact of their failure al- 
ways looms large in contrast with the measure of their 
success. Perhaps progress, instead of being a law of 
life, is only a product of man’s wishful thinking. 

The question of progress is no problem for the provi- 
dential interpretation of history. God, who orders all 
the affairs of the world according to his inscrutable 
will, has decreed that sacred history should gradually 
rise to higher stages of attainment, while profane his- 
tory is destined to sink down to lower and lower 
levels. This was the Augustinian view that has long 
prevailed in traditional circles of Christian thinking. 
As far as the natural man is concerned, his fallen con- 
dition rendered him quite incapable of improvement. 
Not until God intervened to introduce a new divine 
order of society represented by the church could there 
be any hope for betterment in the state of human af- 
fairs. Sacred history alone can be progressive, while 
secular history becomes an inevitable regression. 

When the problem is transferred to the terrestrial 
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plane, its solution becomes less certain. Whether his- 
tory reveals a gradual development toward an im- 
proved social order or discloses a perpetual futility of 
endeavor is an issue that has elicited a wide range of 
varying opinions. It is a question of the balance to be 
struck between the frailties of man and his capacity for 
self-improvement. Two types of procedure have been 
employed. They may be distinguished as the philo- 
sophical and the observational. The former argues 
from a postulated principle of progress to its concrete 
manifestation in history, while the latter first ex- 
amines the specific phenomena of history as a basis for 
deductions regarding the actual emergence of progress. 
Both procedures recognize that all human attainment 
must always be conditioned by the limitations that 
characterize man himself, but philosophy attempts to 
discover in nature and society some inevitable law of 
development that insures advance despite all the short- 
comings of individuals.^ 

Sometimes history has been thought to exhibit an 
inescapable metaphysical principle of progression that 

^ This aspect of the philosophy of history has been surveyed at length by 
Trocltsch, op. cit.t pp. 221-693, and J. B. Bury, The Idea of Fr ogress: An In- 
quiry into Its Origin and Growth (New York, 1921). The issue has frequently 
been discussed by sociologists — c.g., A. J. Todd, Theories of Social Progress 
(New York, 1918); L. M. Bristol, Social Adaptation: A Study in the Develop- 
mnt of the Doctrine of Adaptation as a Theory of Social Progress (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, 1915); Paul Barth, Die Philosophie der Geschichte als So^iologie 
(2d cd.; Leipzig, 1915); and appropriate sections in F. H. Hankins, “Sociol- 
ogy,” in H. E. Barnes (cd.). The History and Prospects of the Social Sciences 
(New York, 1925), pp. 255-332, and C. A. Ellwood, A History of Social 
Philosophy (New York, 1938). 
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belongs to the very nature of the universe. Even the 
fact of social conflict has been interpreted as one of the 
main stimuli insuring development. Conflict brings in- 
to view the regnancy of the moral sense which is 
thought to reveal the inner drive of nature toward a 
higher life. Gradually men discover that at heart the 
universe is moral, and this knowledge will automati- 
cally insure the betterment of society. Or reliance may 
be placed more particularly upon man’s capacity for 
intellectual growth. Just as nature is pervaded by a 
rational law that insures the coherence of phenomena, 
so, as man increasingly follows the light of reason, he 
rises to higher levels of attainment. Emancipated from 
error and enlightened by reason, he treads the pathway 
to perfectibility. This will be the inevitable outcome 
of intellectual advance through the increase of knowl- 
edge and the diflfusion of education. Still others rely 
upon the logic of natural science. The laws of social 
evolution seem to them as dependable as the mechanis- 
tic operation of physical forces. Society, like all life in 
nature, is a struggle for adjustment to environment 
resulting in the survival of the fittest. Thus, nature 
herself has decreed that the best is yet to be. 

On the other hand, the observational procedure does 
not seek to establish any metaphysical or natural law 
that will of itself render progress inevitable. Instead, 
it surveys the course of history to discover the specific 
respects in which advancement has become manifest. 
The point of departure is the most primitive state of 
civilization that appears on the distant horizon where 

[ 79 ] 



THE CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 


the light of history first breaks in upon the scene. The 
slowly moving cycle of the centuries is followed 
through to the present moment, and from this per- 
spective one may venture to forecast probabilities for 
the future. In this empirical pursuit the standard for 
measuring progress is the value which each successive 
generation attaches to its accomplishments over those 
of its predecessors. No ideally absolute norm is to be 
carried over from the past, and the future is left free to 
revise its standards of value in terms of its own tastes. 
One fallacy is to be strenuously avoided. The peren- 
nial restlessness of the human quest must never be 
shackled to any specific set of past or present estimates 
of worth. Evaluational opinions must be left as free to 
develop as is the historical process itself. Judgments 
of what is “good** and “better** and “best** are as 
fluid as is the stream of time. 

The fact that the struggle for betterment refuses to 
come to rest at any particular stage of attainment is 
probably one of the chief reasons why some men lose 
faith in progress. They measure it in terms of fixity; 
and, when they discover that nothing stays perma- 
nently put in the constantly moving current of his- 
torical evolution, they drift into eddies of despair. 
They fail to realize that unceasing and strenuous effort 
is the price at which progress must always be pur- 
chased. This process involves not merely the activity 
of one or two generations of men, destined to be born 
and grow old and die within the narrow limits of six 
or seven decades, but the work of a ceaseless succession 
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of new generations who possess the same recuperative 
powers and creative energy that have characterized 
their ancestors. The accumulations of civilization in 
the past must not be treated as endowments in per- 
petuity but as springboards from which to launch 
forth to fresh achievements in the future. There is no 
reason to suppose that the sources of vitality which 
have generated past and present attainments will not 
continue permanently in operation for ceaseless ages 
yet to come. Progress is in process of becoming; it has 
not yet arrived at any j&nal goal. When this fact is ap- 
preciated, the story of civilization’s achievements is 
prophetic of a better future and is not a harbor in 
which the voyagers on the sea of life come to perma- 
nent repose. 

Viewing the course of civilization in its totality, no 
one can fail to perceive numerous evidences of prog- 
ress. Who would choose to return if he could to the 
conditions of life that enveloped mankind in primitive 
times? Poverty is still a disagreeable fact, but its hold 
upon the human race is not to be compared with the 
penury of bygone days, when the struggle for food, 
clothing, and shelter occupied the total time and ener- 
gies of men. The modern man’s appetite would vio- 
lently revolt against the fare upon which ordinary 
people were compelled to subsist even two centuries 
ago. The physical well-being of humanity still leaves 
much to be desired, but no perceiving person can fail 
to appreciate the progress that has been made in the 
production of food, the development of sanitation, 
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provisions for medical care, improved housing condi- 
tions, and numerous material advantages that great 
numbers of people now enjoy beyond anything that 
their ancestors could imagine. Larger gains still await 
accomplishment, but the very fact of past advance- 
ments justifies the demand for further achievement and 
makes possible confidence in its realization. Progress 
itself inspires zeal for more progress and insures the 
prospect of its attainment. 

The intellectual life exhibits a similar process of 
growth. Perhaps it is true, as some anthropologists 
have maintained, that in the latent capacities of his 
human brain the primitive man was fully the equal 
of modems. The physical organism that generates 
thought may not have changed, but experience and 
discipline have certainly contributed to a remarkable 
development in the intellectual sphere. Our mental 
grasp of the world in which we live has grown to em- 
brace a wealth of knowledge undreamed of by the 
ancients. Human intelligence comprehends the laws 
that hold the stars in their courses, reads the story of 
the earth's evolution during millenniums of time, and 
learns how to harness the latent forces of nature and 
control their power , to heal man's ills or to drive his 
machines and serve his needs over an ever widening 
range of experience. 

Technical skills have closely followed progress in 
knowledge. A Rip Van Winkle awakening today from 
a century of slumber would rub his eyes in stark amaze- 
ment at what he would see. All about him he would 

[ 82 ] 



THE HUMAN VIEW OF HISTORY 


witness men flying like birds in the air. Life in the 
home has been transformed by electrical devices for 
lighting, cooking, and heating. The telephone and the 
radio now bring to one’s ears voices as from the dead. 
Public thoroughfares are crowded with vehicles im- 
pelled by invisible power from within. These things 
would have been unbelievable a few generations ago. 
Thousands of modem inventions have provided appli- 
ances for daily living that make it simply absurd for 
one to doubt progress in this area of experience. While 
it is tme that technical advances may be used for good 
or for evil ends, to deny that they represent progress 
because they may be perverted is to judge them by a 
set of moral standards with which they themselves 
have nothing to do. It is not the person who produces 
the machine, but the one who uses it, who determines 
whether its service to humanity shall be good or bad. 
The machine itself bears eloquent testimony to the 
mechanical progress of man and is in no way responsi- 
ble for his moral perversity. 

At first glance, social progress may seem less certain. 
The problems involved are exceedingly complex, and 
mounting desires quickly outstrip attainments. Each 
step in advance opens up so many new vistas for fur- 
ther development that past accomplishments seem in- 
significant in comparison with future tasks. The more 
keenly awake one is to the need of social reforms, the 
less content is one with the situation today, however 
much it may excel that of yesterday. But if the history 
of social growth is viewed realistically, in terms of the 
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actual developments of even the past century, no other 
area of civilization will exhibit clearer evidence of 
progress. This period has witnessed the abolition of 
slavery in the United States of America, the marvelous 
growth of our free public school system, the enactment 
of laws forbidding the exploitation of children in la- 
bor, legislation to insure the rights of workers in in- 
dustry, provisions for the more humane treatment of 
criminals and the underprivileged, and a multitude of 
procedures rendering the world of human relations a 
more agreeable climate in which to live than had been 
known to men of any previous century. The farther 
one’s vision penetrates into the past, the firmer be- 
comes the conviction that society for the common man 
today exhibits amenities and opportunities such as he 
has never before been privileged to enjoy. 

That history attests progressive development in 
man’s political institutions cannot be so readily af- 
firmed. From time to time recourse has been had to 
various types of organization, but none has proved in 
all respects ideal. From the days of Plato political phi- 
losophers have been legion; yet the practical operation 
of each system has left much to be desired. Today 
some nations idealize democracy, while others laud 
the virtues of imperial dictatorships. It is certainly 
true that in the political sphere progress lags far be- 
hind human attainments in other realms of culture. 
Particularly does the international scene still exhibit 
civilization at a primitively low level. Individuals and 
local communities have learned to live together with- 
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out resort to violence, but rival nations have not, as 
yet, been able to shake off the blood lust of their 
brutal ancestors. Yet perhaps never before has the 
world been so keenly aware of its military depravity, 
and this awareness is itself a sign of progress in an area 
of civilization where advance has been far too long 
delayed. In the meantime some civic communities and 
national groups have reached the higher levels where 
political power is made to serve the ends of personal 
liberty and social justice. This is certainly a distinct 
advance; it reverses the older and once widely preva- 
lent dictum that the citizen exists merely for the sake 
of the state. 

Perhaps many persons will doubt whether history 
attests progress in the sphere of aesthetic, moral, and 
spiritual attainments. Did not the ancients write bet- 
ter poetry, paint more beautiful pictures, rear finer 
architectural monuments, compose more exquisite 
music, and live more saintly lives than do modems? 
This is a subtle question that seems, in its very asking, 
to presuppose a negative answer. But one whose vi- 
sion reaches far enough back in the stretches of time 
will have no hesitation in aflhrming that those several 
accomplishments were the result of a long previous 
process in cultural evolution. As records of human 
achievement they are landmarks of progress along the 
highway of history. Furthermore, when their unique- 
ness is recognized, we must not too quickly conclude 
that progress thereafter ceased. Sometimes new stand- 
ards of excellence came into vogue and cultural dif- 
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fusion supplanted individual distinction. The theory 
that every civilization is bound to decay as soon as it 
begins to penetrate the masses is open to grave doubt. 
Individuals may become less conspicuous while society 
in its totality rises to higher levels of achievement. 
The modem historian, whose vision embraces the to- 
tality of apprehensible time and the entire range of 
human activities, has no difficulty in persuading him- 
self that never before have so many men been capable 
of aesthetic appreciation, moral idealism, and spiritual 
striving. And the surest guaranty of progress lies in 
the very fact that they are inspired, as never before, by 
a restless impulse toward still higher attainments. 

D. THE PRACTICAL VALUE OF HUMAN HISTORY 

The scientific quest for a knowledge of human his- 
tory is not primarily concerned with the practical 
values to be derived from the results of research. His- 
torians belonging to this school usually disclaim any 
ambition to formulate an abstract philosophy of his- 
tory, and they question the propriety of elevating 
events or persons of the past to a position where they 
become idealized norms for all future ages. They ab- 
stain from passing judgment upon men or events. It is 
their business to portray in a purely objective manner 
exactly what took place; they refuse to express either 
approbation or censure. They would suppress all per- 
sonal likes and dislikes and write neither to please 
readers nor to provide practical advice about conduct 
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nor to arouse and direct emotions. Purely and simply 
to convey information is their professed intention. 

If history is, at best, only an informative book of 
remembrance, is the labor required for its pursuit a 
wise expenditure of energy? To know the facts of the 
past would seem to be only a scholarly luxury unless 
this information contributes to effective living in the 
present. Since these historians divest the past of its 
providential and normative quality, the pursuit of 
their task might be thought a quite useless, or even a 
debasing, discipline. Nineteen hundred years ago 
Seneca pronounced history a harmful waste of time. 
He chided his contemporaries for their folly in narrat- 
ing the deeds of monarchs and in recounting the cruel- 
ties and suflFerings resulting from rival national ambi- 
tions. The vaunted war lords, like Philip of Macedon, 
Alexander the Great, and Hannibal, had been robbers 
of men, inspiring them to no higher ideal than to spend 
their lives in quest of a foe. It were better, far, to in- 
quire about what ought to be done today than to 
recount the story of yesterday's evil deeds. 

Seneca's skepticism has survived in some quarters 
even down to modern times. There are those who still 
think the study of history a useless pastime. They 
would forget the dead past and give themselves wholly 
to the solution of present and future problems. This 
attitude is a sensible one if history is thought to be 
only a mechanical recovery of fictitious norms for life 
today or is at best an assemblage of mortuary sta- 
tistics. But that is a very superficial view of the sub- 
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ject. When we seek to recover the processes of life that 
produced history, we penetrate behind the dead facts 
to the vital scene in which the events transpired. We 
thereby widen our acquaintance with the actual people 
who have lived and worked in producing the kind of 
world in which we have been born and reared. Just as 
sociability and travel have an educative significance in 
broadening our acquaintance with contemporaries, so 
in the study of history we meet new people, share 
their life in other environments, and increase our ca- 
pacity for understanding and pursuing the business of 
life today. 

It is the historian only who can tell people how the 
given world in which they live has come to be what it 
is. When someone told Thomas Carlyle that George 
Eliot had decided to accept the universe, he is said to 
have remarked: “Gad, she’d better.” Every living 
person is under the same necessity of accepting his 
universe; but, if he would understand how it has taken 
on its present character — ^physical, social, and cultural 
— he must acquaint himself with the processes of his- 
torical evolution. Only thus can he discover the gene- 
sis and function of social institutions, of prevailing 
customs and ideas, of current procedures in estimating 
values, and of the total range of phenomena that char- 
acterize contemporary civilization. It is history only 
that can make one intelligently at home in this in- 
escapable world. 

In so far as tmderstanding can contribute to intelli- 
gent action, history may serve a useful purpose in 
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guiding present and future conduct. The probable out- 
come of a particular line of action may be foreseen in 
the light of a given set of antecedents and consequents 
that have often repeated themselves in the past. Proce- 
dures that have repeatedly proved futile in the course 
of history may be avoided under the guidance of better 
knowledge. The weight of a smothering tradition 
may be borne with greater patience when the condi- 
tions' that produced it and temporarily rendered it 
functionally significant are fully comprehended. And 
the task of altering a tradition will then be seen to in- 
volve a process by which new functional values must 
first emerge before new ways can be made to supplant 
the old. Creative action is hedged about by hundreds 
of conservative impedimenta that refuse to be brushed 
aside until the causes which have produced and sus- 
tained them have been shown to be outmoded or in- 
valid. When historical enlightenment is brought to 
bear upon the situation, the path of progress is more 
easily cleared of obstructions. 

Perhaps the outstanding value of history, when 
viewed as the long record of human activity, is a new 
sense of man’s responsibility for creating a better so- 
ciety. Man makes his own world of culture; civiliza- 
tion is the product of his ideals and activities. The 
biological doctrine of the survival of the fittest does 
not carry the same force in history as in physical sci- 
ence, because there is always the unpredictable factor 
of man’s power to choose his course of action. His de- 
sires, his emotions, his imagination, his likes or dis- 
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likes, and his rational judgments operate to shape and 
confuse the outcome of his living. He sometimes 
learns by experience, but he often acts on impulse. 
Only by strenuous self-discipline can he accustom him- 
self to do that which is good for his individual and 
social health. The best will not prevail unless his ini- 
tiative and judgment are consciously controlled in the 
interests of worthy ends. And in this task history is 
one of his most reliable tutors. 

This principle applies throughout the entire range 
of human conduct. In no sphere of culture will man's 
attainments rise above the level of his most strenuous 
endeavors. It has always been so in the past and ap- 
parently will continue to be so for all future time. 
Popular acclaim for outstanding accomplishments in 
art, literature, philosophy, science, or religion com- 
monly ignores the background of persistent and de- 
voted efforts that have conditioned ultimate success. 
When a friend commented approvingly on one of Ten- 
nyson's lines in which the diction seemed a stroke of 
genius, the poet confessed that the final word of the 
line had cost him three cigars. Attainment is the se- 
quel to persistent striving. Even in the religious 
firmament, those whose stars shine brightest were sea- 
soned toilers at their tasks. 

The human view of history seeks to portray the 
story of the past as a vital process of man's endeavor in 
every area of his activity. His mistakes and his suc- 
cesses are integral parts of the picture, and both have 
their educational value for everyone who reads the 
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Story. The total presentation tells moderns how their 
world has come into existence and assigns to them the 
task of determining its future. Strenuous activism is 
held up to view as the only program that will insure 
success. The future will be exactly what men make of 
it, whether they strive merely in their own strength or 
seek divine guidance for their endeavors. In either 
event the full responsibility rests with them. Genius 
will never consent to serve as a substitute for honest 
toil, and God will never risk his cause in the hands of 
an indolent devotee. 


FQll 



CHAPTER IV 

THE REVIVAL OF HISTORICAL DUALISM 


AT THE opening of the twentieth century, his- 
ZJk torical thinking seemed to have become a 
Jw 1 l permanent characteristic of the intellectual 
life. The present status of the world was assumed to be 
the result of a gradual process of growth; everything 
was to be understood in terms of historical develop- 
ment. In the physical realm, evolution explained how 
star dust had issued in an orderly cosmos, how the 
earth had changed from a molten mass into a habitable 
globe, and how life, springing from a single cell, had 
culminated in a multiplicity of species. By slow stages 
cultural life had emerged from a state of primitivity 
until it had assumed its present complex forms. The 
mind of man had gradually learned how to master it- 
self and control its environment. Social institutions 
had arisen and taken on diversity of form in response 
to emerging needs. Even religion was viewed in the 
light of a developmental process, the successive stages 
of which were capable of being understood only in 
terms of historical growth. The whole of civilisation 
represented a progressive movement of expansion sure- 
ly advancing, either directly or in zigzag fashion, to- 
ward higher levels of achievement. 

A strongly reactionary type of thinking has come 
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into prominence during more recent decades. It casts 
grave doubts upon the unity and continuity of the his- 
torical process. Emphasis is placed upon the conflicts 
and unresolved contradictions in nature and cultural 
life. Good and evil are said to exist side by side in a 
perpetual struggle wherein neither attains final vic- 
tory. The motivations of mankind, taken as a whole, 
are vacillating and inharmonious; they lack driving 
power toward one ideal goal. Economic life is per- 
vaded by an interminable battle between rival inter- 
ests. International relations breed war rather than 
comity. Intellectuals may profess allegiance to ra- 
tionality and yet fight bitterly over contrary opinions. 
The whole world is one vast arena of embattled oppo- 
sites, and its ultimate nature is incapable of being un- 
derstood by the unifying hypothesis of progressive his- 
torical development. Its secret can be discovered only 
by recognizing the fact of irreconcilable contradic- 
tions, by setting up against every affirmation its cor- 
responding negation, by admitting the necessity of 
dealing constantly with pros and cons, and by refus- 
ing to be deluded into believing that the conflict can 
ever be resolved upon the plane of mundane existence. 
This procedure is known as the “dialectical” method, 
or the philosophy of “crisis.” When applied to the 
interpretation of history, it has produced what may 
be called the “cult of crisis,” propounded to offset 
what its devotees have scornfully termed the “cult of 
progress.” 
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A. THE CULT OF CRISIS 

The dialectical mind is not primarily interested in 
history. For the dialectician the important moment is 
the present, which brings one to full consciousness of 
the conflict between opposites and the awareness of 
their irreconcilability. All of life is pervaded by con- 
tradictions. Heat and cold, light and darkness, life 
and death, love and hate, hope and despair, are illus- 
trations of phenomena that refuse to be synthesized. 
Both prevail, and there is no substantial middle 
ground between them where humanity may come to 
rest. It is as if men were riding upon a perpetual see- 
saw where equilibrium is unattainable. It is not neces- 
sary to seek confirmation of this fact from history, 
since present experience suflEciently attests its truth. 
This knowledge is derived from the immediacy of the 
“existential” moment which reveals the real self and 
its inability to escape the dilemma. The “crisis” must 
be endured; it cannot be resolved, because it is integral 
to all human living on the terrestrial plane. There can 
be no change in this situation until time has ceased 
and eternity has dawned. Hence, it is utterly futile to 
search temporal history for a solution of the prob- 
lem. 

It is the custom nowadays to make the Danish phi- 
losopher Soren Kierkegaard the father of the ‘ ‘dialecti- 
cal” method of reasoning. He lived largely unnoticed 
in the first half of the nineteenth century; but early in 
the next century German scholars studied and trans- 
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lated his writings, and more recently these have been 
introduced to English readers.^ 

It is not difficult to understand Kierkegaard’s type 
of thinking when it is viewed in the light of his pe- 
culiar personality and contemporary situation. Fol- 
lowing the Napoleonic wars, Denmark experienced 
social conditions that fostered a philosophy of despair 
by a thinker whose temperament did not fit him for 
aggressive action on the stage of practical life. He was 
an individualist unable to integrate himself with the 
situation in his external world. He always sensed a 
wide gulf between himself and society and lived con- 
stantly, as he himself affirms, on the verge of melan- 
cholia. His sensitive and high-strung nature kept his 
emotions at white heat. He had a frail body and 
sought in strenuous mental activity to compensate for 
his lack of physical power. The gloomy Christian pi- 
ety that he had inherited from his father grew more 
intense as he meditated upon his unhappy situation 
and the failure of institutional Christianity, as it was 
current in Denmark, to relieve his distress. Hence, he 
exalted to the place of supremacy in religion the no- 
tion of the sharp contrast between man’s imperfection 
and the absolute righteousness of God. Confronted by 

1 For example, Philoso-phical Fragments, translated by David F. Swenson; 
Stages on Life's Way, translated by Walter Lowric; Concluding Unscientific 
Postscript, translated by David F. Swenson and Walter Lowric; and Sickness 
unto Death, translated by Walter Ix>wric, have recently been published by the 
Princeton University Press. A good brief introduction to Kierkegaard is 
E. L. Allen, Kierkegaard: His Life and Thought (Kew York, 1936); sec also 
Walter Lowric, Kierkegaard (New York, 1938). 
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the Divine Absolute, the truly religious person should 
become aware of his complete bankruptcy and utter 
worthlessness. This is the crisis from which there is 
no escape in this world. But one who has arrived at 
this state of mind can become genuinely religious by 
trusting solely in God and eternity for the hope of 
tdtimate salvation. Complete terrestrial pessimism is 
the key to celestial optimism. 

This Christian philosophy of despair consigned his- 
tory to the cosmic rubbish heap. To suppose that the 
Kingdom of God would ever be a temporal establish- 
ment was absurd; it belonged only to eternity. The 
Hegelian notion that the divine idea was gradually 
coming to realization through the struggling process 
of human living on earth was ridiculous. When man 
pursued this way of thinking, he was committing the 
cardinal sin of egoistic self-esteem. He had forgotten 
his utter worthlessness before the absolute God. On 
his own initiative and by his puny efforts man could 
do nothing except go astray and fall into sin. To im- 
agine that he could participate constructively in any 
work of God, or was competent to “think God’s 
thoughts after him,” was the height of sinful human 
pride. For Kierkegaard, as for Hegel, God was the 
transcendental absolute; but Kierkegaard would not 
allow the Deity to become immanently entangled in 
human history. He stood wholly outside the histori- 
cal process and was to be apprehended by men only as 
they mounted on the wings of faith from the valley of 
time to the invisible heights of eternity. 
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It follows that the idea of progress in history is ab- 
solutely untenable. History is moving neither up nor 
down; it is going nowhere and is without directive 
guidance by either God or man. Accidental events in 
time have no logical or essential connection with the 
reality of infinity. Time neither originates nor culmi- 
nates in eternity but is a meaningless interlude in 
which men momentarily exist in order to accomplish 
nothing of importance except the attainment of a 
state of mind. They discover that they stand helpless- 
ly before God, upon whom they depend for salvation 
in the eternal life to come. Present social activism di- 
rected toward the realization of religious ideals on the 
human level is a misguided effort. It may, indeed, be 
positively harmful in that it obscures the conscious- 
ness of crisis and dulls the sense of despair which alone 
can teach man his impotence in the presence of God. 
Thus only can man appreciate the importance of aban- 
doning all trust in his worthless self and come to a full 
realization of his helplessness in the presence of ab- 
solute perfection. The divine standard is so utterly be- 
yond the attainment of man that attempts to approxi- 
mate it by historical efforts to implement a better way 
of life on earth simply add to the mounting sin of self- 
reliance and pride. When men assume to be fellow- 
workers with God, they are guilty of sacrilegious self- 
esteem. 

Karl Barth’s espousal of the doctrine of crisis, re- 
stated in terms of traditional Calvinism, has attracted 
wide attention since the close of the first World War, 

[ 97 ] 



THE CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 

in the year 1918. It has won numerous adherents on 
the Continent of Europe, in the British Isles, and in 
the United States of America.* 

The result of the Barthian movement- has been a 
decline of interest in the human processes of history 
and the reassertion of a dualistic way of thinking that 
relegates religion to the sphere of the suprahistorical. 
Religion is no longer envisaged as a human attainment 
in man’s struggle to apprehend and perform the divine 
will. Rather, it is a donation from the outer world of 
eternity, a supematurally mediated revelation, that 
has impinged upon the temporal world. Men accom- 
plish their salvation by passively accepting the divine 
decrees, not by growing in historical righteousness . 
The underlying postulates of this type of thinking al- 
low no place for the self-revelation of God in the area 
of human experience, nor is his kingdom to be realized 
by any progress in historical evolution. Time and eter- 
nity are two distinct and antagonistic entities. In the 
former, men experience only crisis, from which there 
is no release in the present world. 

God’s participation in human history is excluded by 

* For an introduction to the Barthian type of thinking one may consult 
Wilhelm Pauck, Kjirl Barth y Profhet af a New Christianity! (New York, 1931); 
Walter Lowric, Our Concern with the Theology of Crisis (Boston, 1932); E. G. 
Homrighausen, Christianity in America: A Crisis (New York, 1936); E. E. 
Aubrey, Present Theological Tendencies (New York, 1936), pp. 55-112. Books 
by Barth available in English are; The Word of God and the Word of Man 
(Boston, 1928); The Epistle to the Komans (London, 1933); The Doctrine of the 
Word of God (New York, 1936); Credo (New York, 1937); The Knowledge of 
God and the Word of God (New York, 1939); This Christian Cause (New York, 
1941). 
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the notion of his total ‘ ‘otherness.” He is in no way 
involved in the processes of the material universe, al- 
though it has been created and is sustained by him. 
But in spiritual affairs he stands completely aloof from 
and above the mundane order. He is accessible neither 
in the orderly processes of nature nor in the rational 
operations of the human mind nor in the moral ideal- 
ism of mankind. In no respect is he immanent in the 
created world of men and things. He is beyond the 
reach of the natural man, and yet he is the inexorable 
judge whom all men face in their helplessness. Al- 
though he does not mingle with them in their mun- 
dane affairs, he is the only source from which they can 
derive salvation. This is to be insured by faith, as they 
recognize his unapproachable holiness and abandon 
hope of ever being able to meet his righteous demands. 
They perform his will, not by striving to bring his 
kingdom to fulfilment among men, but by realizing 
their utter inability to perform anything pleasing in 
his sight. On the stage of history there is no reward 
for virtuous human effort. 

Another reason for neglecting history is the doc- 
trine of man’s helplessness and total depravity. By 
blind impulse and false opinions humans are deluded 
into believing that they can perform good deeds. 
They vainly imagine that by seeking they can find God 
and by worthy living can win his approval. They 
strive to generate righteousness of which God only is 
the source. Their best intentions and most strenuous 
efforts are but ‘ ‘filthy rags’ ’ in his sight. Their institu- 
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tional programs for improvement of character and so- 
cial betterment are sheer mockery from the divine 
point of view. Goodness must always be God’s gift; 
it can never be man’s achievement. On the natural 
level of human history men move like puppets on a 
stage manipulated by their own devices that are ar- 
rogantly assumed to be divine decrees. True men of 
God do not rise up to action but repose in despair of 
their own powers and wait for God to bring an end to 
time and usher in eternity. 

Through revelation only can divine help come to 
mankind. But this does not come by a gradual process 
in which light breaks through to the human spirit at 
successive levels of attainment in religious living. 
Men do not grasp revelation from within the process 
of spiritual striving and achievement on the historical 
plane; it is superimposed from above by God himself. 
It is not a process but a sporadic and supernatural act. 
God speaks, and man hears. Nor is this message a di- 
dactic communication to guide the devout in daily liv- 
ing. Rather, it is the negation of all natural aspira- 
tions and powers by the affirmation of God’s tran- 
scendence and unapproachable righteousness. Before 
this utterance every man stands condemned and con- 
founded; he humbly accepts the crisis, and divine ap- 
proval is his reward. He is then on the road to salva- 
tion. He is not freed from the critical paradoxes in 
which all human living is involved, but he has heard 
the Word of God and waits upon the divine good 
pleasure. But if, at any moment, man takes matters 
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into his own hands and tries to shape history in con- 
formity with his ideals, however noble they may be, 
he forfeits the right to God*s approval and courts dis- 
aster. 

This philosophy of despair regarding the present 
world order was excellently adapted to the mental 
status of post-war Europe, particularly in Germany. 
Past history had been blotted out of memory by the 
tragedy of more recent events. If faith in God was to 
survive, his chief domain of activity had to be assigned 
to the transcendental sphere. History on the terrestrial 
plane seemed to have been an unhappy interregnum in 
the supernatural government of the universe. God 
stood aloof from human affairs, save as he towered 
above them in judgment and summoned men to a 
realization of their own helplessness. Their efforts in 
the past to erect a stable and prosperous civilization 
seemed to have come to naught. Apparently it had 
been a mistake to assume that God had sponsored so 
futile an undertaking. Now one could see that the 
Deity had not been immanently active in the making 
of the human enterprise but stood totally aloof from 
its vanities. Sacred and secular history were separate 
processes moving in distinctive orbits whose points of 
intersection were moments of revelation. Taken as a 
whole, history was a duality of human and divine ac- 
tion — the one terrestrial, temporal, and aimless; the 
other celestial, eternal, and infinitely wise. And one 
who would understand the ultimate meaning of his- 
tory must seek it in the sphere of transcendentalism. 
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B. DIALECTICAL EXPONENTS OF HISTORICAL DUALISM 

In general, the disciples of dialectical thinking and 
the advocates of crisis theology have not concerned 
themselves especially with history. But there have 
been a few exceptions, notably Nicolas Berdyaev,® 
Paul Tillich,^ and Otto Piper.® Each has attempted, 
in a distinctive way, to show that history is a dual 
entity shaped by one type of forces on the mundane 
level and by a different set of influences in the meta- 
physical sphere. 

Berdyaev reads the meaning of the total course of 
history under the magnifying glass of calamities ex- 
perienced by the Russian Orthodox church as a result 
of the Bolshevik Revolution, which ultimately forced 
the author into exile. His book is a translation of lec- 
tures delivered in Moscow at the Liberal Academy of 
Spiritual Culture in 1919-20, but its interpretation of 
history would not need to be essentially altered by the 
use of illustrative materials drawn from the events of 
the two subsequent decades. Quite naturally, in con- 
formity with his personal and social experience, he re- 
sorts to eschatology for the pattern of his historical 
thinking. Temporal history is only the story of con- 
flict and tragedy which can be brought to a happy end 
solely by a divine intervention that inaugurates a new 
world order. Then calamitous “terrestriar* history 

* Tht Meaning of History (New York, 1936). 

^ The Interpretation of History (New York, 1936), and in the Oxford Con- 
ference Book, The Kingdom of God and History (Chicago, 1938), pp. 107-41. 

* God in History (New York* 1939). 
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will be swallowed up in triumphant “celestial” his- 
tory. Thus, one is optimistic as to the ultimate out- 
come while thoroughly pessimistic about the nature 
of the temporal process. 

Yet the tragic element in history is present in both 
its celestial and its terrestrial career. Human suffering, 
as exhibited in history, reflects the element of suffering 
that is resident in the very heart of God. The evidence 
that conflict and tragedy belong to the interior nature 
of God, as well as to the historic career of man, is 
found in the traditional Christian doctrine of the in- 
carnation. This is the symbol, or indeed the reality, 
exhibiting the true spiritual dynamism of God break- 
ing through into the material world to share with 
fallen man the tragedies of his existence. The passion 
and sufferings of the Son of God reveal the inner na- 
ture of the Supreme Deity and thus disclose the char- 
acter of metaphysical reality. The coming of Christ 
bridged the chasm between the metaphysical and the 
historical; in him they became united and identified. 
The end toward which this process moves is eternal 
destiny at the close of time; it is an eschatological 
reality to be supernaturally revealed. 

Berdyaev provides for man’s role in the making of 
history by affirming the doctrine of human freedom. 
This is not a freedom to determine the course of events 
but is a creative responsibility for choosing between 
spiritual and material ends. The natural man’s aliena- 
tion from the spirit of God, his immersion in elemen- 
tal nature, and his sense of bondage to fate had shack- 
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led his creative spiritual powers until the revelation in 
Christ restored the divine image in man and reinvested 
him with his lost divine sonship. Thus, in Christian- 
ity a new era of history was inaugurated wherein man 
became a free subject who waged war on the natural 
elements both within and outside of himself. But he 
does not look for final victory under the limits of time. 
To attempt this type of success would mean re-enslave- 
ment to temporal and natural powers. The struggle 
between the natural and the spiritual must always re- 
sult in tragedy during the present eon. The inevitable 
failure of terrestrial history is the surest attestation of 
the higher calling and superhistorical destiny of man- 
kind, The true progress and goal of human endeavor 
can be correctly apprehended only in terms of tran- 
scendental eschatology. 

A more rigorous application of dialectic to the inter- 
pretation of history has been advanced by Tillich. 
His book brings together in English translation an 
epitome of different treatises that had appeared in Ger- 
man during the decade prior to the year 1933. Hap- 
pily, an autobiographical sketch has been prefixed to 
the collection. In this the author indicates the per- 
sonal experiences and the historical occurrences that 
have been influential in shaping his thinking. He 
openly affirms that he has reared his philosophy of his- 
tory upon the basis of reality as experienced in the 
crises and catastrophes of the last three decades in 
middle Europe. The experience is doubly real for him 
in that he not only participated actively in life within 
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Germany during those crucial days but has now been 
forced into exile as a member of that German intel- 
lectual dispersion whose social and religious views 
proved displeasing to the Hitler regime. American 
readers, who have not shared the author’s background 
and fate, may have difficulty in accepting the inter- 
pretation here presented. They do not find it ringing 
true to the actualities of their “existential” situation, 
or at least not until the situation has been cut to fit the 
foreign pattern. But Tillich does not attempt this 
task; he abides strictly by the European scene. 

History is interpreted in terms of three categories: 
the philosophical, the political, and the theological. 
From the philosophical standpoint, existence is de- 
fined by the use of a dual imagery of the conditioned 
and the Unconditioned (the word is to be capitalized). 
The latter is not, however, separable in time or action 
from the conditioned. The two are in a constant state 
of interaction, and the latter perpetually discloses the 
former. Temporal phenomena are always attended by 
tension, struggle, tragedy, and uncertainty, from 
which there is no final escape in concrete history. One 
must resort to metaphysics for the explanation of this 
situation. The experience of perplexity and crisis is 
thought to attest the existence of a basal metaphysical 
reality of inexhaustible, formless, and absolute being 
which man’s historical experiences vaguely but posi- 
tively disclose, although human thinking and logic 
cannot penetrate this mystery. It is known ultimately 
and truly only by intuition. Yet the essential truth is 
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the same whether the experience serves to blind or to 
clarify our vision into the mysterious depths of the 
inexhaustible. The important fact for understanding 
its meaning is an awareness of the “abyss,** from 
which we too often falsely endeavor to divorce history. 

By defining the relation between the metaphysical 
absolute and finite existences in dynamic, rather than 
static, imagery, Tillich allows a place for human free 
will and responsibility in the making of history. 
There is said to be a perpetual force emanating from 
the “abyss,** a dynamic that is mightily disturbing 
but never supernaturally directive, that is constantly 
form-creating and form-destroying, called by the au- 
thor the “demonic.** This is not to be identified with 
the popular notion of the satanic, nor with the primi- 
tive conception of spirits, whether good or bad. 
Rather, it is a kind of impersonal cosmic urge breaking 
through from behind concrete existence to disturb con- 
stantly its equilibrium. This “demonic** force is not 
opposed to the divine, as though a fierce conflict was 
being waged from above between two hostile powers. 
But it sets the stage for human decision. It is the gen- 
ius of the demonic to be concerned with form and of 
the divine to be concerned with inexhaustible unity of 
being. Man is demonic when engaged in the effort to 
give permanent validity to forms of political, social, 
or religious institutions or when he takes upon him- 
self the responsibility for delimiting or defining God. 
God is thereby “demonked.** What man should do, 
if he would be in accord with the divine and escape the 
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“demonic,” is to surrender to the Unconditioned, even 
though he perceives that it judges, destroys, and 
breaks him. He must be content to live in crisis. 

History acquires absolute meaning, whether cul- 
tural or political or religious, only when viewed in 
terms of the divine demonic imagery. Thus, history 
takes on a truly transcendental character reaching 
both backward and forward into eternity. The terres- 
trial scene is only an interlude filled with conflict, 
agony, and despair. Thus man, buffeted by transitory- 
phenomena which he vainly tries to shape and control, 
is driven to the realization of his own futility in the 
presence of the divine judgment. Perceiving that the 
battle of the divine against the “demonic” cannot be 
won by works but is ultimately a matter of grace by 
which alone salvation is obtainable, man resigns him- 
self in faith to the mysterious Unconditioned that has 
to be sensed by intuition as the metaphysical basis of 
the total complexity of existential phenomena. Ac- 
tion on man’s part is still obligatory in order that he 
may keep alive and enlarge his consciousness of the 
divine, but activity becomes “demonized” when it is 
directed toward the establishment of would-be au- 
thoritative institutions, whether they be social or po- 
litical or religious, designed to effect salvation on the 
terrestrial plane. This consummation belongs not to 
time but to eternity. It is eschatological; it falls be- 
yond time. Thus the pessimistic story of temporal his- 
tory is transfigured and transcendentalized by the 
magic of metaphysical dialectic. 
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Piper’s dichotomy of history is less involved. He 
would concede that God makes history, but he would 
assign man no function in bringing the divine purposes 
to reali2ation. History is thought to exhibit two dis- 
tinct phases, the secular and the sacred. With the lat- 
ter only is God essentially concerned. The providen- 
tial view of Augustine is reaffirmed in the temper of 
Calvinistic theology and rephrased in terms of the doc- 
trine of crisis inspired by recent happenings in Europe. 
The modern methodology of the secular historian has 
no pertinence to the problem of recovering more ac- 
curately the story of religious history. 

Secular history is simply Satan’s business, while 
religious history is the story of God’s supernatural 
intervention in mundane affairs as recorded in the bib- 
lical revelation. It began more particularly with the 
call of Abraham; it was perpetuated in the work of a 
long line of inspired prophets in Israel; and it cul- 
minated when Jesus entered the world, miraculously 
born of a virgin. It is futile to suppose that by scien- 
tific research into the nature of the world and man one 
can hope to find God and better understand his rela- 
tions with the world. Outside of the Bible, there is no 
revelation of God worthy of quest. The birth of Jesus 
was the climactic emergence of God in history, and 
since that date there has been a gradual veiling of his 
presence by the prevalent disposition of the church to 
come to terms with the secular world. The attempt 
of Christians to establish the Kingdom of God on 
earth by making socially effective the ideals of Chris- 
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tian teaching is a misguided effort. The truly religious 
man should be more concerned about what God can do 
for him and less busy trying to work in the world on 
behalf of God by means of social programs for im- 
provement or by building up ecclesiastical institutions 
to serve on the human level. Secular history cannot be 
improved by these devices of men. In fact, God does 
not wish to have it improved, since it is due for de- 
struction rather than redemption. The present state of 
affairs will endure — how long no one knows — until 
the catastrophic intervention of Christ to bring the 
evil world to an end and establish the Kingdom of God 
in its perfection. 

This interpretation of history is readily understood 
when we recall the unhappy circumstances of the au- 
thor. He is now an exile from his native land, forced 
out by Nazi persecution. The poignancy of the situa- 
tion in Germany seems to give to this particular seg- 
ment of history a distinctly cosmic significance. The 
long ages that have preceded, and the countless cen- 
turies that are to follow, fade into oblivion under the 
scorching light of the immediate scene. The illimit- 
able reaches of time are blotted out of the picture, and 
a foreshortened view of history results. The apparent 
and temporary futility of human effort to institute 
remedial measures is translated into permanent defeat, 
and faith can survive only by resort to the Barthian 
doctrine of crisis supplemented by a revival of ancient 
Christian millenarianism. What we really have here 
is not an exposition of God in history but the affirma- 

[ 109 ] 



THE CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 


tion of a specific type of faith in God to support one 
when passing through a particularly trying experience. 

C. MILDER FORMS OF HISTORICAL DUALISM 

The disposition to disparage man’s part in the mak- 
ing of history has led to various attempts to discover 
other sets of forces whose operation is thought to have 
been inadequately recognized. In this procedure, also, 
the totality of the historical process is conceived not 
as a unity but as a duality of discordant forces striving 
for supremacy. Moreover, the human urge that has 
thus far dominated in the making of civilization is 
thought to have gone astray. The hope for improve- 
ment lies in recognizing and giving right of way to 
some heretofore suppressed influence or idea that alone 
is competent to correct the unhappy status of modern 
society. 

A few years ago Gerald Heard completed a series of 
studies® in which he sought to show the secret of 
civilization’s failure and to define the basis on which 
future success might be insured. Finally he believed he 
had discovered the key to a solution of all the prob- 
lems that trouble the modern social order. As he views 
the matter, the central evil which afilicts the world 
today is its war mania. This disease is thought to be 
the culmination of a long series of perverted assump- 
tions emanating from the erroneous belief that con- 
scious individuals can create a worthy social order. 
The remedy proposed is that human behavior should 

® The Source of Civilization (New York, 1937). 
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be left to the control of forces to be discovered * ‘below 
the level of consciousness/’ Apparently history, when 
worthily made by men, must be the product of their 
subconscious living. 

Natural science, archeology, and history are exten- 
sively explored in defense of the author’s thesis. In 
each of these areas he finds what he believes to be 
ample evidence that human thinking and endeavor 
have thus far been on the wrong track. He vigorously 
condemns the doctrine of the survival of the fittest in 
biological evolution and would displace it by the sur- 
vival value of a pervasive subconscious sensitivity or 
awareness of life’s meaning. Yet he has to admit that 
such sensitivity readily induces a conscious effort 
which, on the author’s hypothesis, inevitably leads to 
struggle, conflict, and ultimate disaster. Every con- 
scious effort of man to improve his status in the world 
leads automatically to the nullification of his purpose. 
It is man’s capacity to “feel,” rather than to attain 
values by conscious effort, that provides the only solid 
foundation for a happy social existence. 

The historical civilizations that have arisen at dif- 
ferent centers in the past are believed to have crumbled 
because of deliberate efforts to maintain themselves 
against real or imaginary hostile forces. This fact is 
found to have been true not only of political and social 
institutions but also of religious organizations. Only 
in India does any ray of light penetrate the prevailing 
darkness that envelops the history of our so-called 
“civilization.” The Yoga philosophy, in its psycho- 
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logical attempt to grasp the reality of extra-individ- 
uality and an “awareness of its subconscious linkage 
with all Life and Being,*’ caught a glimpse of the 
truth. But, even so, it did not successfully prevent the 
rise of an acute individualism in historic Indian cul- 
ture. This task remains to be accomplished in the 
modern world, and on the success of this endeavor de- 
pends the rise of a true civilization and the eventual 
emergence of a new form of history. 

One cannot fail to admire Heard’s evangelistic zeal 
in condemning the all too prevalent supposition that 
civilization can be built on a program of violence, 
however much the doctrine may be refined by political 
or religious sanctions. But to discard individual hu- 
man effort directed by the highest conscious ideals 
that man is able to cultivate, and instead to trust our 
fate to the vague promptings of subconscious mental 
life, hardly seems to offer the promise of stability that 
we need. Its directive power is too uncertain and 
evanescent to enlarge our sense of brotherhood and 
lift us above the menace of individual, racial, and na- 
tional selfishness. Not until the realm of the subcon- 
scious has been invested with a kind of supernatural 
authority or has been converted into a sublimated 
moral and ethical idealism would this “unconscious 
relation with the inner world’’ seem to acquire the 
prestige demanded of it in this connection. Any mak- 
ing of human history that is not the product of man’s 
conscious effort to produce a better world must assign 
the processes of history to an order of existence lying 
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outside the range of ordinary experience. This dualism 
of conscious and subconscious life would thus imply 
not one but two histories. 

A similar type of interpretation has been advanced 
by John Maemurray/ who finds the ordinary processes 
of history to have been a perversion of the divine in- 
tention that is still waiting for realization in the new 
history to be made in the future. Instead of Heard's 
appeal to the unconscious as the new directive force, 
Maemurray finds it in an ideal social activism. The 
fundamental defect in our modern culture is the separa- 
tion between rational thinking and practical activity. 
When rationalization precedes action, the outcome of 
effort is always to produce exactly the opposite result 
from that designed. A healthful society cannot be de- 
rived from the rational ideal of reformers but must be 
a realization in action. Unity is possible only where 
there is continuity of intentional activity. This thesis 
is found to have been the very genius of the Jewish 
consciousness and the essence of Christianity as set 
forth by Jesus. It is this observation that gives one the 
clue to history. 

Jesus is said to have been the exponent of the notion 
that reality is only to be found in action. He did not 
advocate an ideal of how life ought to be lived, but 
he exemplified a program of intentional procedure. 
Hence, Christianity is to be defined as the ‘‘continuity 
of an intention incorporated in practice." It is not to 
be conceived of as a varied and developing religious 

T The Clue to History (New York, 1939). 
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movement that has been in process of growth for nine- 
teen hundred years. On the contrary, it is an original 
proposition enunciated by Jesus and almost immedi- 
ately blurred or completely obscured by his later dis- 
ciples until recently recovered by Macmurray’s social 
theory to the effect that intentional activity, rather 
than rational reflection, is the motive power that cre- 
ates worthy history. 

The content of Jesus* intention is therefore a matter 
of prime importance. It first emerged in history as the 
experience of the Hebrew people. They avoided the 
mistake of the Greeks in exalting the notion of the 
reflective life, and they shunned the Roman error of 
stressing the practical institutions of social organiza- 
tion. Instead, they integrated action and reflection in 
the area of religion, and thus they were the first to 
apprehend truly the purpose of God in history. In 
Jesus the processes of Jewish history reached comple- 
tion and were defined in terms of finality. It is a mis- 
take to suppose that Jesus was either a social reformer 
or a teacher of ideals; he was both and more. Above 
everything else, he was the exponent of a life of action 
which gave expression in its purest form to God’s in- 
tention that human history should not be a dualism of 
two worlds — one good and one evil, in eternal conflict 
with one another — but a single world in which by a 
life of action the supreme purpose of God in the crea- 
tion of man was to realize a community of free and 
equal persons. 

It follows that Jesus has been sadly misunderstood 
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for some nineteen hundred years. The European 
branches of Christendom were not Christianity at all, 
and yet Christianity survived within Roman and me- 
dieval society by virtue of the fact that it was the 
source of a pressure which the church constantly re- 
sisted but was able neither to eject nor to absorb. 
This constant pressure was the underlying purpose of 
God in history to have men create in action a com- 
munal society in accordance with the principles of the 
Kingdom as they had been expounded by Jesus. Thus, 
true Christianity had survived as a divine intention 
impelling co-operative action to create a new form of 
society in which equality, freedom, and common hu- 
manity would be realized. But this realization had 
been continually thwarted by the rise of ecclesiastical 
authority, the emergence of the economic struggle, 
and the dualistic procedure of separating between 
thought and action. Only in modern times has Rus- 
sian communism begun a new chapter in the history 
of the Christian intention, but thus far Russia has 
made the sad mistake of failing to realize that its ac- 
tion is in accord with God’s purposes as revealed in 
Hebrew history and stated in final form by Jesus. 

The explanation proposed by Maemurray obliterates 
from Hebrew history the national consciousness of a 
distinctive and chosen race. Also, it ignores the sense 
of bitter conflict between the Kingdom of Satan and 
the Kingdom of God that permeated the thinking of 
Jesus and inspired the vivid eschatological hopes of 
early Christianity. Moreover, we arc still left with 
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two histories — one marking the course of human per- 
versity in thinking and the other disclosing a divinely 
revealed program of activity represented by Jesus but 
as yet only feebly pursued by mankind. History is not 
a progressive sequence of events but a conflict between 
the ignorant designs of men and the operation of a 
divine intention revealed by Jesus. 

Charles Harold Dodd® has reverted to an outright 
theological interpretation of history. He revives the 
old distinction between secular and sacred history and 
sees in the latter the true significance of temporal 
events. Secular history is largely meaningless, but sa- 
cred history is that series of occurrences in which Jews 
and Christians have believed themselves able to detect 
the self-revealing activity of God. The process began 
with the call of Abraham and culminated in the emer- 
gence of the church. The end of the development was 
reached in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ and the institution of the Eucharist. Hence- 
forth sacred history knows no further evolution. 
While the church as an institution partakes of the 
character of secular history, its ultimate function is 
simply to proclaim the unique event that happened 
once for all with the coming of Christ to earth. The 
business of the church is to announce this final inter- 
vention of God in history and to visualize the presence 

* History and the Gospl (New York, 1938); also his essay in H. G. Wood 
and Others, The Kingdom of God and History (Chicago, 1938). All of the 
essays in the latter volume, with the single exception of E. W. Lyman’s, 
move in the orbit of the traditional dichotomy of secular-sacred history or 
in the realm of Barthian transcendentalism, 
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of Christ in the Eucharist, where sacred history 
reached its climax nineteen centuries ago. 

Thus there are two histories, one pertaining to the 
succession of events in time and the other being an 
insert from God out of eternity. The former is incapa- 
ble of yielding any significant meaning; one cannot say 
whether its course is marked by progress or by de- 
terioration. It is merely a series of happenings that 
has in view no goal. Sacred history, on the other 
hand, partakes of the nature of eternity impinging 
upon time through Christ and the church. The resur- 
rection of Jesus marked its climactic manifestation, 
but in the history of the church it continues to func- 
tion as judgment and mercy operating on the terres- 
trial level. Yet the success of the church is not to be 
insured by any program of human effort; one may not 
posit a final victory for goodness within the span al- 
lotted to the life of mankind on earth. Here the influ- 
ence of Barth is in evidence. Only by the entry into 
history of a reality from beyond history — by a creative 
act of God vertically from above — must history finall y 
be judged. In some vague way secular history will 
finally be supplanted by sacred history as the Kingdom 
of God eventuates in eternity. When or how this con- 
summation will be realixed remains, as yet, unknown. 

D. INCENTIVES FOR HISTORICAL DUALISM 

All dualistic conceptions of history create for them- 
selves some artificial metaphysical theory that takes 
priority over concrete events belonging to the tem- 
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poral scene. Either a hypothetically determined mean- 
ing is read into historical incidents or else they are 
denied the very possibility of meaning. It has to be 
superimposed from without — if, indeed, it is not an 
absolute reversal of those values that inhere in ob- 
servable historical phenomena. The key to the under- 
standing of history on the terrestrial plane is not to be 
sought in the sequence and momentum of events that 
belong strictly to the process of time. The task de- 
mands a more esoteric type of wisdom. One must have 
eyes capable of penetrating behind the veil of actual 
events in order to discover, by resort to some meta- 
physical hypothesis, the secrets of the superearthly 
history which reveals the meaning of, or is destined to 
supplant outright, the totality of current temporal 
happenings. 

In the last analysis the dualistic interpretation of 
history is designed to provide a mechanism of escape 
from the stern realities of human existence. The in- 
creasing complexity of the modem world has tremen- 
dously enlarged man’s responsibilities for maintaining 
the health of the social order. But the enormity of the 
task seems to place it beyond his powers of accom- 
plishment. Faith in the triumph of justice and right- 
eousness needs some stronger support than is furnished 
by past records of human effort in the world of histori- 
cal reality. Presently the awareness of calamities be- 
comes so acute that the attempts of men to prevent 
disaster seem futile. The temporal scene thus loses sig- 
nificance, and pious imagination constructs a supra- 
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temporal world whither the perplexed may flee for the 
solution of life’s unresolved problems. Since terres- 
trial history is believed to hold in store no promise of 
ultimate betterment, celestial history is imaginatively 
constructed to eliminate all possibility of defeat. It 
becomes a longed-for harbor of safety for the troubled 
spirits of men. What they cannot do for themselves, 
even with all the divine assistance at present available, 
God will triumphantly effect for them in the eternal 
future. 

The motives that have induced the skeptical atti- 
tude toward the present world are easy to understand. 
The last half-century has been a period of rapid and 
radical change. Many ordinary human procedures 
have gone awry. Old ways have been rudely dis- 
located, and new ones have been slow to gain recogni- 
tion. A century or two is a relatively brief period in 
the evolution of world culture, but to the individual 
who participates in the events of the period the life of 
his generation may seem to mark the end of an era. 
Abandoning any hope for betterment in his lifetime, he 
makes the totality of terrestrial history simply a rep- 
lica of his individual experience. Since he can visual- 
ize no attainment of personal satisfaction amid the dis- 
tresses of the contemporary scene, the entire course of 
history falls under the shadow of his pessimism. He 
fails to note that the death agonies of each old stage in 
the evolution of civilization are also the birth pangs 
of a new age. 

In order to justify one’s lack of faith in the processes 
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of terrestrial history, attention is centered upon its de- 
fects and calamities. These things are assumed to be 
its normal products, while the attainment of moral 
and spiritual ideals either is denied or is credited to 
some extraneous divine operation that is said to im- 
pinge upon the world from without. No inherent 
trend toward goodness can be allowed a place in the 
normal order of existence. Even though it be admitted 
that the present world has been created by God, no 
divine power is allowed to remain present and opera- 
tive in the processes of terrestrial history. God cannot 
be permitted any intimate association with a course of 
events that is thought to be characterized by disaster, 
distress, and decadence. The more emphatically the 
shadows in the picture are magnified, the more con- 
vinced does the artist become that the Deity is not ac- 
tively engaged in the making of human history. But it 
is held to be inconceivable that God should not be 
concerned about men who have been created in his 
image. Hence, an extra- worldly history is hypothe- 
cated to furnish the stage upon which God and man 
may re-establish normal relations. Since this privilege 
is denied them in the present order of being, the incen- 
tive for positing its supramundane reality becomes 
doubly imperative. 

Not only is God doing nothing to improve world 
history, but man himself should realize that he is in- 
capable of effecting advancement. All of his attempts 
are declared to be futile. This affirmation is supported 
by selecting as typical the darkest spots marking hu- 
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man failures within the historical panorama. Since, 
for example, many institutions established by men 
have collapsed, docs not that fact prove human in- 
competence to build an effective civilization? One for- 
gets to note that the demise of an old institution is 
only a progressive step toward the growth of some new 
and more efficient establishment. But, since health- 
ful development is, by hypothesis, denied to history, 
one laments the passing of the deceased and pays no 
regard to the future possibilities of the newly born. 
The dark hour through which one is momentarily 
passing casts its sinister shadow over the remotest 
regions of both the past and the future. 

Furthermore, it is alleged that man himself is to- 
tally incapable of making successful history. The nat- 
ural man is utterly depraved; and the redeemed man 
ought to realize that, even though he remains in the 
world, it is no longer an integral factor in his ex- 
istence. He assumes for himself quite too much dig- 
nity when he supposes that he has been intrusted with 
the responsibility for establishing God’s kingdom up- 
on earth. This perverse notion is said to be the result 
of a misguided and sinful ambition. To assign man 
this role would mean that human history, having be- 
come God’s concern, might grow better and better 
from age to age. Since this possibility must be denied 
in order to maintain the worthlessness of temporal his- 
tory, man cannot be allowed any capacity for creative 
goodness in world affairs. The value of his past ac- 
complishments is disparaged or ignored; his evil im- 
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pulses and perverted activities are stressed; progressive 
improvement attending his efforts is stoutly denied; 
and the cultural development of the human race from 
the days of primitivity to modern times fails to make 
any impression upon these pessimistic interpreters of 
history. 

It is also assumed that God himself has lost faith in 
men as makers of history. Consequently, he acts inde- 
pendently of men, and thus sacred history is to be 
sharply differentiated from secular. The latter is per- 
vaded by blind accident; it lacks positive drive toward 
a clearly envisaged goal; and it is without any au- 
thoritative supervision. Although the Deity stands in 
judgment over human history, he has adopted a policy 
of hands off in its making. Otherwise its course would 
have been more competently ordered and its evils 
eliminated. Since God is visualized in terms of totali- 
tarian righteousness, in imitative contradistinction to 
the evil totalitarian political state, it is only natural 
that stress should fall upon divine transcendence, ex- 
cessive dissimilarity to everything human, and uncon- 
ditional cosmic authority. But this way of thinking 
nullifies man’s experience of divine fellowship in the 
making of history. It denies the immanence of God in 
the moral, rational, and spiritual strivings of men who 
believe themselves to have been made in the image of 
God. It empties all reality out of the lives of prophets 
and saints who have thought themselves to be God’s 
spokesmen and co-workers in shaping the destiny of 
the world. And it bemoans the vanity of all devout 
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men who have spent their lives in the struggle to bring 
the Kingdom of God a little nearer to realization 
among mankind. 

The modern advocates of historical dualism have 
rendered a useful service by vividly calling attention to 
the fact of evil in the world. And the specific age to 
which they belong has been peculiarly suited to pro- 
duce this awareness. From time to time human so- 
ciety needs to be jolted out of a complacency to which 
it all too readily succumbs. Undoubtedly, the patient 
has become ill; but he has often been so before, and it 
is rather hasty to conclude that this recent indisposi- 
tion is a sickness unto death. One readily concedes 
that nature is cruel, that man is vicious, and that 
society is corrupt. But he is blind indeed who cannot 
see that the heavens declare the glory of God, who can- 
not perceive that man bears the ineffaceable image of 
his Divine Maker, and who fails to appreciate the 
progress of the last twenty centuries in creating a hu- 
man society that approaches a little nearer to the ideal 
Kingdom of God. To separate God from human his- 
tory may save his theoretical righteousness, but it does 
so at the expense of his sustaining fatherhood, on 
which the religious life of mankind is nourished. Re- 
moving God from the scene of daily temporal hap- 
penings is like prescribing a deadly potion to cure a 
temporary illness. It is as if the surgeon were to order 
the excision of the throbbing heart when the patient 
needs only a corrective appendectomy. 

Every historian knows that the conflict between 
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good and evil is a continuous process in the evolution 
of human culture. But to cut the Gordian knot by de- 
claring the struggle hopeless in the present world and 
to posit a separate area of history under a divine 
regime in which evil has no existence is too easy and 
too hasty a resolution of the problem. Actual history 
exhibits no prospect of working itself out in that man- 
ner. Like the mills of the gods, the cycles of the cen- 
turies grind slowly but surely. Thus far they show no 
inclination to cease their revolutions or to relieve man 
of responsibility for working out his own salvation 
under such measure of divine guidance as is available 
for him in this present evil world. By arbitrarily di- 
viding history into two separate segments — one sphere 
of activity directed solely by God and the other sub- 
ject exclusively to man — humans are relieved of the 
obligation to perform God*s work in the world. But 
the supposition that the divine purposes will ever 
come to realization except through the medium of hu- 
man agents is an invention of desperate men who can 
conceive of no other way to justify their faith in the 
ultimate triumph of good over evil. Impatient with 
the tardy accomplishments of man, they are driven to 
discount or ignore actual history, while they specu- 
late on the designs of God before human history began 
and imaginatively read his intentions with reference 
to its close. 

This haven of refuge is not available for those who 
feel compelled to face historical reality as revealed in 
the actual course of temporal events. The beginnings 
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of humao culture fade out into the oblivion of a re- 
mote antiquity, and the end stretches away into the 
impenetrable regions of the distant future. But the 
concretely observable segment, increasing constantly 
with the flow of time, supplies the specific facts with 
which one must deal. This history has been and still 
is made by living men, and its quality is conditioned by 
the persistence of their struggle to overcome evil with 
good. The key to success is human activism inspired 
by the desire to make the world a better place in which 
to live. In the language of religion, this means the at- 
tempt of each successive generation to bring a little 
nearer to reali2:ation the Kingdom of God on earth. 
The process is constant and unending. When one ideal 
has been attained, another looms upon the horizon 
and challenges further effort. Each new vision is a 
fresh revelation of the divine will and an imperious 
summons to human action. From this point of view 
God and man must be thought of as working together 
in shaping the course of history as it takes form on the 
terrestrial plane, and one who would understand its 
significance must view it in its entirety as a continuous 
stream of actual events. 
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THE CONTINUITY OF HISTORY 

T he world grows older day by day. The yester- 
days, ceaselessly following one another, form 
countless links in the endless chain of time. 
How or when this process will end, like how or when 
it began, are questions that yield no ready answer. 
The beginning and the end of individuals who partici- 
pate in this constant flow of time are matters capable 
of definite comprehension, but the perpetuity of the 
process itself eludes our finite grasp. One of the great- 
est obstacles to an understanding of the significance of 
history is the difficulty of apprehending the full mean- 
ing of the fact of continuity. 

A. THE COMPLEXITY OF EVENTS 

The phenomena of history are highly pluralistic. 
Events are infinite in their variety, unlimited in their 
frequency, and unpredictable in their recurrence. 
Writers of history strive to impose coherence upon this 
mottled landscape by selecting a specific series of inci- 
dents to the exclusion of all others, or by plotting the 
territory into distinctive chronological periods, or by 
pursuing some hypothetical sequence of cause and ef- 
fect assumed to furnish the key to an understanding of 
the whole. This artificial procedure helps to simplify 
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the historian’s task and lends a semblance of order to 
an otherwise impenetrable labyrinth of promiscuous 
happenings. 

Political history is one of the oldest types to invite 
the attention of historians. The story of nations and 
empires, told in terms of rulers and their conquests, is 
a familiar form of narrative. The annals of Egyptian, 
Babylonian, Assyrian, and Persian princes, composed 
to glorify the deeds of mighty war lords, bulk large in 
our records of the past. Greek history often seems to 
be pre-eminently the account of battles fought for the 
possession of Troy, of conflicts between Athens and 
Sparta, of the heroic defense against Persian invaders, 
and of the political triumphs of Alexander the Great. 
The glory of Rome begins with Julius Caesar’s con- 
quest of Gaul and continues with the imperial regime 
of Augustus and his successors. The history of Europe 
down to the present moment is one long series of in- 
ternal conflicts between rival princes and nations. 

The discovery of the Western Hemisphere provided 
a new arena for politics and war. Spaniards, English- 
men, and Frenchmen fought for control of the new ter- 
ritory until the New England revolution gave birth to 
another autonomous nation. It, in turn, consolidated 
its domains by further military struggles against na- 
tive Indian tribes, against continuing English and 
Spanish rivals, and against recalcitrant groups within 
its own borders. As this military type of civilization 
spread to Japan, China, India, and Africa, it carried in 
its train those ideals of political ascendancy that 
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transformed the history of these territories into a 
record of the activities of armies and navies devoted to 
the maintenance of national dignity. History today is 
still being made in terms of political events on a world 
scale. 

Biblical history is no exception to the primacy of 
interest in politics. The Hebrews possessed themselves 
of Canaan by military force. They organized a mon- 
archy to provide effective resistance against aggression 
from without. Later, in order to compensate for the 
failure of political institutions to insure final triumph 
over their foes, they phrased their ideal society in 
terms of a coming “Kingdom of God.’’ Christianity 
carried forward the same tradition. When, after three 
centuries of struggle, the new religion won the support 
of the political authorities of the Roman Empire, it 
adopted as its practical role the program of the 
‘ ‘church militant. ’ ’ Its God was the supreme monarch 
of the universe, who ultimately would so thoroughly 
conquer all enemies that none would ever venture 
again to raise a rebellious head. 

In the meantime the militant church pressed for- 
ward to new victories. It assumed responsibility for 
maintaining political order in the governments of Eu- 
rope. It evangelized the Saxons at the point of the 
sword. It sponsored those two centuries of holy war- 
fare called the Crusades, in which the Western peoples 
vainly sought to wrest the Holy Land from its Moslem 
conquerors. When the expanding social life of Europe 
produced greater diversity within Christianity, rival 
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branches of this religion savagely fought one another 
at the behest of princely protectors. The wars of re- 
ligion have been among the bitterest in the annals of 
history. 

Politics and religion still remain so closely allied in 
our traditional ways of thinking that Christian his- 
tory is often written as though it had been merely a 
subsidiary phase of national life. Or religion may be 
made the primary concern while politics is assigned a 
subordinate position — not, however, to be severed 
from religion. One large branch of Christendom, Ro- 
man Catholicism, still maintains the rightful suprem- 
acy of church over state. Even Protestants still talk 
and act as though politics and religion were insepara- 
bly bound together either as synthesis or antithesis. 
In practically every Christian assembly one can count 
upon the popularity of such military hymns as * ‘On- 
ward, Christian Soldiers” or “The Son of God Goes 
Forth to War.” And we still define our religious task 
to be the establishment of a “Kingdom” of God. It is 
little wonder that history has sometimes been curtly 
termed “past politics.” 

A more intensive scrutiny into the processes of his- 
tory reveals a complexity of factors only remotely, if 
at all, connected with political happenings. The hu- 
man quest for food and shelter long antedates political 
institutions. The latter emerged at a relatively ad- 
vanced stage of social development, when techniques 
were devised for maintaining the integrity and pros- 
perity of national groups or for satisfying their terri- 
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torial ambitions. The historian is wont to become ab- 
sorbed in the paraphernalia of governments because 
these matters have ^en most abundantly recorded, but 
he ought not to forget that it is the existence of the 
obscure or forgotten man that provides the stream of 
human life on whose bosom history is borne along in 
its devious course. Without the persistence of the com- 
monalty of mankind there would be no real human 
history of any sort. In that event neither politics nor 
religion nor any other feature of our so-called civili- 
zation” could have arisen or survived. 

Ultimately the historical quest aims to recover the 
total story of the career of mankind on the surface 
of the earth. Generation after generation of men is 
bom, lives, and dies in a never ending stream of time. 
They participate in a wide variety of commonplace 
activities. Physical environments condition their 
manner of living. They adjust themselves as best they 
can to temperature, climate, and terrain. When they 
have so mastered their environment that they can eat, 
sleep, and pass their waking hours in safety, they un- 
dertake new conquests, inspired by curiosity, imagina- 
tion, and desire. They order their living according to 
habituated schedules; they give rein more or less freely 
to their passions; they pass judgments of value upon 
activities and attainments; they devise amusements 
for their leisure time; they explore new areas of intel- 
lectual interest; they indulge their appetites for art 
and music and literature; they formulate moral codes 
to control hatred and cupidity and lust; they rear in- 
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stitutions to conserve past attainments and insure an 
orderly group life; they practice religious rites and 
define proper beliefs— in short, they build a civili2a- 
tion. 

The structure of civilization has been slow in build- 
ing, and its full culmination may even yet be a long 
way off. It is still a going and a growing concern. Its 
beginnings reach back into the shadowy past from 
which no records have survived. Sometimes we com- 
promise with our ignorance by calling these times a 
“prehistoric age,“ but it is quite erroneous to assume 
that the people who lived then have no importance for 
the genesis and evolution of our cultural heritage. 
They are still the hidden foundation on which much 
of the superstructure rests. It is from them that man- 
kind has inherited its appetites, its passions, its physi- 
cal energies, its powers of imagination, its uncon- 
querable urge toward the mastery of environments, its 
tardy capacity for moral development, and its belated 
yearnings for spiritual conquests. These elemental im- 
pulses, tutored by centuries of accumulating experi- 
ence, are still the raw materials that have to be built 
into the texture of human civilization. 

Many different patterns and a wide variety of ac- 
complishments were the inevitable result of this slow- 
ly moving process of growth. The more intensively 
the historian seeks unity and coherence in rehearsing 
the story of the past, the greater may be his bafflement 
over the evident fact of limitless complexity. Perhaps 
the best that he can do is to plot those crisscross high- 
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ways chat come within the range of his restricted vi- 
sion. Indeed, it may be that the world is still too 
young to have produced, as yet, any single trunk line 
for routing civilization’s traffic from the dawn of crea- 
tion to its consummation in eternity. Naturally the 
historian desires comprehensive and perfect knowl- 
edge, but unfortunately he is dealing with a subject 
that refuses to yield itself in its entirety to temporal 
and spatial limitations. 

The rise and decline of specific cultures tempt one to 
philosophize about history. By arbitrarily restricting 
attention to selected segments of the past the historian 
ventures to discover the inner character of the total 
process and to predict its ultimate outcome. He passes 
lightly over distracting variations, ignores many of 
the tributaries that have contributed to the volume of 
the ambling stream, and postulates some theory to ex- 
plain the origin and end of world events. Thus he fits 
the entire course of civilization into a single hypothet- 
ical pattern. As Oswald Spcngler would have us be- 
lieve, the hourglass of time is about to run out with no 
power at hand to reverse the instrument. Blind fate is 
the heartless mistress who leads man to a mountain 
top of attainment only to plunge him, willing or un- 
willing, headlong into the eternal valley of despair. 
At the opposite pole the millennial prophet, no less 
pessimistic in his evaluation of past events, forecasts a 
glorious triumph; presently God himself will destroy 
this evil world and institute a new order of existence 
upon a miraculously renovated earth. 
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Prognostications of this sort arc merely desperate 
and futile attempts to evade the stern facts of histori- 
cal complexity and unending continuity. Alleged col- 
lapses of civilization are only transitory stages in the 
emergence of some new series of events that compel us 
to reshuffle our old standards of value and strive with 
fresh ardor for the attainment of further ends that may 
be esteemed desirable. It is folly to grow impatient 
over the leisurely processes of time, as though its 
storehouse of centuries were about to become ex- 
hausted. One need have no fear that there will not be 
ample days ahead for new experiences and experiments 
in the making of history. It might well be said of 
ages, as of individuals, that they rise on stepping- 
stones of their dead selves to higher things. In order 
to understand the past, we must recognize that history 
is constantly on the move. It is a continuous product 
of human living by a great multitude of different per- 
sons in widely varied settings and under the impulsion 
of diverse interests. One must not lose sight of the 
infinite variety and perpetual continuity that inhere in 
the historical course of events. 

B. THE MODERN PAST AND THE ANCIENT PRESENT 

The continuity of the present with the past is not 
always duly appreciated. It has often been said that a 
modern student habitually reconstructs history in ac- 
cordance with some dominating present-day interest. 
Must we not admit that the very urge to find meaning 
in the events of bygone days prompts one to assign to 
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those happenings a significance which they did not 
originally possess? Consequently, strict historical ob- 
jectivity is declared to be impossible of attainment; 
the would-be historian inevitably distorts his picture 
of the past. These historical “relativists,” as they are 
called, maintain that the present indelibly stamps its 
own image upon any attempted reading of earlier 
events. Otherwise it is thought that one would have 
no lively concern with the career of his ancestors. 

It may be very true that lack of objectivity has been 
one of the historian’s besetting sins. But it is equally 
hazardous to try to understand the processes of life 
today without comprehending the essential continuity 
of the historical stream. It is a mere truism to say 
that, over wide ranges of human impulses, actions, 
and thinking, the past was remarkably modem. Apart 
from the strong tendency which men have always felt 
to imitate their ancestors, the unity of history has been 
insured by the very perpetuity of the human organism 
that acts in the making of history, as well as by the 
permanence of the physical setting in which life itself 
is maintained. Not only does one inherit from his fore- 
bears the mechanism that conditions the emotional, 
mental, and spiritual urges of life, but the social and 
cultural environments from which the take-off for cre- 
ative living is made are, in large measure, a holdover 
from antiquity. 

The modern man’s pride in the advanced status of 
his civilization may be due for a shock when he be- 
comes better acquainted with some of his remote an- 
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ccstors. Then he discovers that they pursued the same 
quests that entice him, that they employed similar 
means for the realmation of their desires, and that 
their efforts were crowned with a like mixture of fail- 
ure and success. They strove, as do we, by methods of 
trial and error, to build permanent institutions of gov- 
ernment for tribes, races, nations, or empires. They 
endeavored to make their armies and navies invincible 
by means of the best available equipment. The Greek 
phalanx and the Roman trireme were inspired by the 
same motives that have engendered modem Pander 
units and superdreadnoughts. The deification of phys- 
ical force still perpetuates the same human passions 
that prompted the caveman to wield a heavier club 
than any of his rivals could command. In this respect 
the ancients were thoroughly, though less efficiently, 
modern. 

Over a wide range of experience and action past gen- 
erations have pursued careers and faced problems that 
anticipated events and opinions familiar in the life of 
today. Two thousand years ago Cicero, anxious about 
his wayward son, who was about to be expelled from 
the University of Athens while the father at home had 
a divorce suit on his hands, might have been a twen- 
tieth-century man. In quite modern fashion Nero built 
himself a house equipped with a hot-air heating plant 
and an elaborate system of up-to-date plumbing. 
Cicero and Plutarch justified in thoroughly modern 
style the military conquests of Alexander the Great 
and the triumphs of the Roman armies. Plutarch said 
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that barbarian peoples had been vanquished by Alex- 
ander for their own good, since otherwise they would 
have missed the real blessings of a superimposed civili- 
2ation. Left to themselves, they never would have 
learned to read Homer and sing the tragedies of Eurip- 
ides and Sophocles! Cicero conceded that war w^as a 
brutish business to be undertaken only by a just and 
wise state like Rome, which had in view the elimina- 
tion of all wars by forcing its beneficent will upon the 
whole earth. Seneca sounds almost ultra-modern when 
he protests against the folly and wastefulness of all 
forms of military strife and bemoans the plain insanity 
of men rushing in anger against their fellows whom 
they have never seen and disrupting with their navies 
the quiet of the seas that God had created for the 
peaceful transportation of the world's traffic. 

Today's industrial and commercial developments 
far exceed anything accomplished by the ancients, but 
the ambition and avarice that so frequently attend 
these activities were well known to antiquity. In this 
respect the past was genuinely modern. The imperial 
conquerors of ancient times were chiefly motivated by 
insatiable greed for taxes and plunder from subjugated 
peoples. The rich manifested no scruples of conscience 
in selling the poor for silver and the needy for a pair of 
shoes. Profiteering from the misfortune or necessity of 
others was a very ancient human weakness that still 
survives, however much the modem wolf may garb 
himself in the skin of the innocent sheep. The under- 
lying human impulse to drive a sharp bargain, to en- 
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slave the weak for the advantage of the strong, to 
covet the goods of one’s neighbor, and to amass for 
one’s self, by fair means or foul, a superabundance of 
earthly possessions, is no recent or modem ingredient 
in the human makeup. 

The ancients knew, as well as do we, that the love 
of money is the root of much evil. Among those who 
had committed crimes against the welfare of human- 
ity, Pliny the Elder listed, first, the man who had in- 
troduced the use of gold rings and, second, the one 
who first coined the gold denarius. Thereafter avarice 
and the love of display cast their baneful shadow over 
human history. Pseudo-Sallust in a letter to the em- 
peror (probably Trajan) advised him that the greatest 
service he could confer on his country was to extir- 
pate, or at least diminish, the excessive love of money. 
Livy lamented that the poverty and frugality once 
held in high honor among the Romans had given way 
to a degrading passion for wealth and excessive pleas- 
ures. Both moralists and historians dwelt much upon 
this theme and railed against the corrupting influence 
of luxury. As the poor grew more impecunious, the 
well-to-do indulged in lavish expenditures. They pro- 
vided themselves with elaborate country seats; their 
premises were overrun with hordes of domestics; they 
adorned their houses with gold and silver decorations 
and costly works of art; both men and women prac- 
ticed extravagant ornamentation in dress; they wasted 
their substance on elaborate banquets and expensive 
shows; and they squandered large sums of money on 
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precious stones purchased from foreign or hostile mer- 
chants. This catalogue of vices •which the ancient 
critic charged against his contemporaries sounds very 
like a modern arraignment of the rich by some of our 
zealous social reformers. 

Even the amenities of civilization cultivated by 
modems were not totally strange to the ancients. They 
reached a remarkable degree of attainment in vari- 
ous spheres of artistic, intellectual, and spiritual ac- 
tivity. The urge toward self-expression and commun- 
ion with one another resulted in the development of 
some of the finest examples of language and literature. 
When men today feel a need to enlarge the vocabulary 
of current speech, they still revert to the Greek or Lat- 
in tongues for words or phrases to express their mean- 
ing. Classical standards continue to be models for 
good literary style. In the realms of pictorial art, 
sculpture, architecture, and music the products of the 
past continue to enrich our modem culture. We readily 
recognize that the ancients were quite as keenly at- 
tuned as are we to the higher realms of cultural life in 
linguistic, literary, and artistic accomplishments. In 
these spheres their modernity is beyond question. 

Again, in the field of intellectual effort called “phi- 
losophy” the ancients are often our contemporaries. 
They possessed the same qualities of inquisitive men- 
tality as do modems. They felt the same urge to peer 
behind the veil that hangs between the world of sense- 
perception and the far-flung invisibilities of cosmic 
space. They were not equipped with our mechanical 
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devices of microscope, telescope, and physical labora- 
tories that have pushed the curtain a little farther back 
upon the stage, but on the more distant horizon we 
still find them as competent as are wc to speculate 
about the secrets of the hidden universe. Their natural 
powers of observation, their adherence to logical con- 
sistency, their quest for truth and beauty and good- 
ness, and their efforts to enthrone virtue above vice 
make them thoroughly at home in a company of mod- 
em philosophers. And there is a distinct aura of mo- 
dernity about Origen, the noted Christian philosopher 
of the third century, who pursued a literary career 
with the aid of a bevy of secretaries and an aggressive 
publisher to sponsor the circulation of his scholarly 
productions. 

In the religious sphere the continuity between past 
and present is especially pronounced. According to or- 
dinary modes of thinking, the ancients anticipated the 
total range of modern needs in the area of religious 
interests and activities. One commonly assumes that 
his forefathers devised the type of religious institution 
that can best serve the present-day demand. Also, they 
are thought to have formulated the content of doc- 
trine valid for all time to come, to have prescribed 
rules for conduct on all future occasions, and to have 
exhibited ideal examples of attainment in personal 
piety. Whether or not these assumptions are strictly 
true does not alter the evident fact of strong historical 
continuity in the religious features of our evolving 
civilization. 
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If the past is modern, it is equally true that the 
present is ancient. That fact is only the reverse side of 
the same coin. In hundreds of ways life today is a rep- 
lica of the past. A wide range of habitual procedures 
in thought and action perpetuate themselves without 
any consciousness of their historical genesis in antiq- 
uity. The very cut of the garments we wear conserves 
the tradition of the ancients. Men still insist on hav- 
ing buttons sewed to the sleeves of their coats, despite 
the fact that they have long ago abandoned the cus- 
tom of attaching the cuffs which the buttons were 
originally designed to hold in place. Present-day civi- 
lization is still burdened or blessed with a great mass 
of traditional holdovers from bygone ages. 

In large areas of cultural life the tendency to pre- 
serve the customs of the ancients is still apparent. We 
maintain that ideals in government shall perpetuate 
the principles laid down by George Washington and 
conform to the notions of the authors of the Bill of 
Rights or of the framers of the American Constitution. 
The political pronouncements of antiquity are thought 
to constitute permanent rules for the guidance of opin- 
ion and conduct. Our religionists are similarly con- 
cerned to justify their beliefs and practices by reference 
to the normative past. In literature, art, and music the 
imitation of ancient models remains the standard for 
testing excellence. The traditions of industry, trade, 
and commerce emulate the customs of the past. Educa- 
tion is often assumed to be the acquisition of knowl- 
edge and techniques developed by the forefathers. In 
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every sphere of life, being the children that we arc, we 
seek to conserve the heritage that has been bequeathed 
to us by our older predecessors. The past flows into the 
present in the continuous stream of life. 

C. THE NEW WORLD OF TODAY 

Notwithstanding our reverence for the past, life in 
the present age is beset by many novelties. It offers a 
welter of experiences and problems that have never 
before been confronted by mankind. If a cross-section 
of civilization as it existed barely two hundred years 
ago is placed beside a similar segment from modem 
times, the contrast becomes immediately apparent. 
The mechanization of the processes of life, so perva- 
sive today, was then utterly unknown. Railroads and 
steamships were as yet undreamed of. Electricity 
smote men with the deadly lightning, but no steps had 
been taken to harness it to their machines, to make it 
light their dwellings, or to convert it into power to 
carry their messages by wire and air throughout the 
world. Those were the benighted horse-and-buggy 
days, when men knew nothing of modern facilities in 
transportation by automobile, airplane, and stream- 
lined Diesel-driven speedsters of the rails. 

Industrial conditions have been radically trans- 
formed even in a single century. Machines have been 
exalted, and human individuality abased. The scat- 
tered workshops of single artisans have been displaced 
by the central factory with its steam or electrically 
driven equipment. The personality of the workman 
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loses itself in the totality of the human mass that daily 
streams in and out of the factory’s doors. Group life 
develops a distinctive consciousness and creates an en- 
tirely new set of social problems for ethical and re- 
ligious thinking. At the same time, manufacturers and 
capitalists combine to control production and markets 
and to protect their interests against the aggressions of 
united labor. Business conditions create a new type of 
life to which the simpler codes of personal living seem 
inadequate or inapplicable. Modem industrial and 
commercial activity is an affair of the new world the 
like of which was totally unknown to the ancients. 

The last century’s acquisitions in knowledge have 
created virtually a new heaven and a new earth. In 
grandfather’s Bible there was a note on the margin at 
the head of the first chapter of the Book of Genesis 
placing the date of the world’s creation in the year 
4004 B.c. A hundred years ago the approximate ac- 
curacy of this date was generally accepted. In the 
meantime the science of geology has constracted a to- 
tally new account of terrestrial history, reaching back 
through millenniums of time. The origins of man and 
the beginnings of social life take their start in a far 
distant past, out of which order and cultural achieve- 
ments have only slowly and gradually emerged. Man’s 
original kinship is with the beasts, whose blood still 
flows in his veins. The task of making goodness pre- 
vail is no longer a mere question of eliminating the 
consequences of Adam's sin and restoring a perfection 
thus temporarily lost. It is the much more difficult 
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problem of infusing into human life new moral and 
spiritual ideals and aspirations to overcome effectively 
the original bestial heritage. 

The growth of historical knowledge has under- 
mined much of our former faith in the ideal character 
of the past. As the ancients have become better 
known, their shortcomings have become more con- 
spicuous. The “debunkers” of history are not always 
pleasant companions, and they are quite as prone to 
exaggerate the evils of the past as our authoritarian 
idealists are inclined to magnify its virtues. But the 
truth is that evil and good have always been inextrica- 
bly mixed in the history of mankind and that the sup- 
posed existence of a once golden age, when the world 
was free from misfortune and distress, is either the 
pure creation of a poetic imagination or a partial read- 
ing of history by which one selects and amplifies the 
tolerably good but ignores the reprehensible evils. 
Life in the modem world constantly streams out of the 
yesterdays, carrying forward in its current numerous 
particles of both good and evil; but it flows continual- 
ly forward, to be enlarged by new tributaries and 
colored by the new terrain through which it takes its 
course. While it is partially a replica of the past, it is 
also a distinctly new thing imder the sun. 

Contemporary living is thus always a new enter- 
prise. Not only does the individual travel a road that 
he has never before explored, but it is also a highway 
that none of his predecessors has been able to plot 
with certainty. He must negotiate hazardous turns 
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that arc marked on no maps. On his own responsi- 
bility he must choose his course at forks in the road 
where signboards arc lacking. He must traverse steep 
grades and sharp declines that suddenly spring out of 
the unknown. If he finds himself on the wrong road, 
he must retrace his course and experiment with an- 
other route. He must be prepared for unmarked dips in 
the pavement, sudden blockades of traffic, unaccount- 
able perversities of other drivers, and all the various 
menaces to safety that stalk on the highway of life. 

The educational value of acquaintance with the past 
is, of course, highly important. It would be sheer folly 
to repeat ways of living that have been proved un- 
fruitful, and the imitation of good models is always 
an excellent discipline. But to plan one’s course in the 
world of today as though it could be a literal copy of 
what has been done in the past, or to assume that 
antiquity can furnish patterns for every form of 
present-day thinking and conduct, wiU lead one into 
a double fallacy. It will result in failure to appreciate 
the significance of modem times as a new age packed 
with facts and issues that were entirely imknown to 
the ancients. They cannot be required to have made 
pronouncements upon, or to have provided solutions 
for, questions of whose existence they had not the 
slightest inkling. And, in the second place, when 
moderns strive only to imitate the past, they relin- 
quish by this very attitude their birthright to con- 
structive and aggressive leadership in the solution of 
today’s most important problems. 
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Perhaps the lag so widely felt in the cultural dcvcl- 
opmcoc of modern times is largely due to the still 
prevalent custom of aping the past instead of venturing 
boldly upon new paths of exploration in the present. 
Old prescriptions arc follow^ed for the treatment of 
new diseases; and, when they fail, the maladies arc 
pronounced incurable. Venturesome persons who 
would blaze a new trail are commonly viewed with 
suspicion or persecuted for heresy. A peculiar sanctity 
attaches to the intrenched privileges of tradition; the 
ways of the fathers arc sacred in their own right. And 
so a benumbing lethargy afflicts men when they come 
face to face with the problem of discarding old proce- 
dures and devising new techniques for the treatment of 
current issues. The rank and j&le of humanity do not 
want to be the first by whom the new is tried, and they 
are often quite content to be counted among the last by 
whom the old is set aside. One imagines that there is a 
static stability about civilization that makes it more 
secure when standing still than when moving onward 
from the dead past through the living present into the 
unknown future. 

Aggressive living in the immediate present is always 
something of a venture. Driven by fresh urges toward 
thought and action, one may envisage a happy out- 
come but must at the same time be prepared for dis- 
appointments. If we fear defeat more than we love 
healthful endeavor, it will be unwise for us to explore 
new highways. But if reverses, accepted with stoic 
fortitude and used as tutors in experience, become new 
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incentives to further action, the challenge and zest of 
living will yield their own rewards. And the hope of 
making some constructive contribution toward the 
bcttcrincnt of the contemporary world will relieve 
that sense of futility and aimlessness that may other- 
wise settle down like a deadly blight upon aspiring 
souls. 

Opportunities for venturesome living rise before us 
on every hand in the modern world. All of our cus- 
toms and institutions tend to grow stale with age and 
call for the services of individuals capable of reform- 
ing, revitalizing, or supplementing the heritages 
handed down from the past. If the world has been 
growing worse, it is because mankind has not arisen 
to meet this challenge; and, if it is growing better, 
that improved status is due to persistent and repeated 
human endeavor. Civilization as a product of man’s 
activity refuses to stand still, and the price of progress 
has to be paid in the coinage of strenuous human living. 
Political ills will never be removed by blind and un- 
thinking allegiance to a party machine. Help can come 
only from voters willing to think, criticize, and act for 
the correction of current abuses. Social evils will never 
be remedied except as men give themselves to the ardu- 
ous task of analyzing causes and devising new modes of 
procedure in dealing with the discoverable facts. To 
preach the application of some rule of thumb lifted 
ready-made out of the past can at best be only a tem- 
porary palliative but never a permanent cure. Moral 
disorders can never be abolished simply by prophetic 
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denunciations or even by legislative restraints. Valu- 
able as these means are, they will fail of their pEr|X)sc 
unless substantially supplemented by an understanding 
of genetic conditions and a persistent education in the 
making of virtue. Even religion is subject to deca- 
dence except as its representatives so live that they 
become mediums for new truth and light to break 
through upon the temporal scene. 

Each generation is the creator of its own changing 
culture. The world of today will be good or bad in 
proportion to the creative energy displayed by man 
throughout the vast areas of activity over which he 
exercises control. If we think to live in comfortable 
enjoyment of the deposits of virtue bequeathed to us 
by the ancients, we are courting disappointment. A 
new age demands the cultivation of new virtues that 
must well up out of life today. Admiration for the at- 
tainments of our ancestors is the springboard from 
which we make our take-off into modern life, but 
fresh achievements will be the constructive work of 
our own hands. We look to the past for instruction 
and inspiration while we attempt new accomplish- 
ments in the present. 

Indeed, it has been truly said that it is we who are 
the ancients. The age of the world has been increasing 
throughout all past centuries, and today we arc the 
children of its greatest antiquity. Our ancestors be- 
longed to a more youthful generation, while we arc 
the products of its greater maturity. We stand on the 
shoulders of all those who have come before us; their 
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experience and wisdom arc in our possession, and it is 
our privilege to be wiser and more efficient than they 
have been. As knowledge grows from more to more, 
and reverence for the mystery of life increases, the im- 
maturity of primitive times gives way to a riper wis- 
dom and a larger capacity for building more perfectly 
the superstructure of civilization. It is the duty of 
modern men to add to the achievements of the an- 
cients, to make themselves not only the equals but the 
superiors of their ancestors, and to become the ex- 
ponents of truer insights and more competent perform- 
ance in the business of living. Thus history, which is 
in constant motion, may be marked by progressive 
development. 


D. THE QUEST FOR MEANING 

One who has become keenly awake to the fact of 
historical continuity may still be puzzled about the 
meaning that attaches to this process. If he seeks to 
understand it in terms of something external to itself, 
he will postulate some stable first cause, like the un- 
moved mover of Aristotelian speculation, to account 
for the variety of historical events and reduce them to 
some uniform system of interpretation. This single hy- 
pothetical force may be only a blind fate, or it may be 
the regtdative power of natural law, or it may be 
Hegel’s absolute spirit continually striving to come to 
self-expression, or it may be an all-controlling eco- 
nomic urge, or it may be the activity of a transcenden- 
tal Deity, or the machinations of a perverse Satan, or 
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whatever else seems most satisfactorily to provide a 
concept of stability to impose upon the distracting pic- 
ture of promiscuous events in the perpetual flux of 
time. 

On the other hand, one who looks for meaning 
strictly within the process itself has a more difficult 
task. His primary interest will be to discover ways 
and means by which the process may be kept going in 
useful directions and without loss of momentum. He 
is not concerned to find outside of history something 
that is totally unhistorical to account for the sig- 
nificance of specific events. Rather, he strives to read 
meaning out of temporal occurrences, instead of 
stretching them upon the Procrustean bed of some 
extra-temporal hypothesis. If he formulates historical 
laws, they must never transcend the bounds of experi- 
mental knowledge; and, since history is continually in 
the making, its supposed laws will always be subject 
to revision in the light of further observation. If God 
is found in history, he will be the Deity whose self- 
revelation is being continually enlarged as the human 
observer grows in apperceptive sensitivity. This God 
is himself a participant in the eternal flow of historical 
evolution. 

To give history meaning by deducing from it practi- 
cal instruction for the guidance of contemporary life is 
a very ancient custom. This is a familiar note through- 
out the Bible, and it is sounded repeatedly by Greek 
and Roman historians. But on this procedure values 
were found less in the historical process as a whole 
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than in outstanding atomistic events, which in the 
case of the biblical writers were special acts of divine 
intervention in mundane affairs. The Greeks and Ro- 
mans fixed their gaze more specifically upon human 
activity, from which they sought to derive valuable 
lessons. Thucydides thought history useful as a means 
of making men familiar with the type of occurrence 
that is pretty sure to happen again, and thus they may 
learn beforehand how it should be met. Polybius was 
especially insistent upon the instructive value of past 
events to guide the decisions of statesmen in times of 
both peace and war. Diodorus and Plutarch added a 
moral emphasis; men who knew the past would be- 
come aware of the good to be imitated and the evil to 
be shunned. It was naively assumed that anyone who 
had acquired this knowledge would wish to pursue 
virtue and avoid vice. Similarly, the Roman Cicero 
lauded history as “the witness of the ages, the light of 
truth and the mistress of life.” Livy composed his 
monumental History of Rome in order that future gener- 
ations might know what to imitate and what to shun. 
And Tacitus designed his annals to serve as a guide to 
virtue by warning men from a course of action that 
might bring down upon them the censures of pos- 
terity; history was a deterrent from depravity in word 
and deed. 

When attention is centered upon the continuity of 
the historical stream, instead of upon individual hap- 
penings, the quest for meaning reaches beyond those 
pragmatic values that may quite properly inhere in 
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Specific persons or events and strives to comprehend 
the nature and significance of the process as a whole. 
What arc the factors within the stream itself that keep 
it in motion, and how firm can one’s faith be in its 
future? 

Faith in the future of history has often been chal- 
lenged. The subject has elicited a vast amount of pes- 
simism. Frequently the biblical writers were so over- 
come by the evils of the present age that they could see 
no hope except in its complete dissolution to make 
way for a totally new age to be miraculously intro- 
duced by God himself. Even the more hopeful persons 
among the Greeks and the Romans could not entertain 
the notion of a continuous historical development. 
They were able to conceive only of cycles of advance- 
ment and degeneration following one another in end- 
less rotation. Culture was like a ship tossed on a tur- 
bulent ocean. It might rise on the crest of one wave 
today, but tomorrow it would descend again to the 
trough of the sea, continuing its ups and downs with- 
out cessation. 

Current evils, magnified by their proximity, have 
often occasioned much discouragement about the fu- 
ture. When one imagines that of late things have been 
going from bad to worse, this psychology begets grave 
doubts about the character of coming events. Civili^^a- 
tion is said to have become fatally diseased or to have 
suffered shipwreck. In desperation we may propose 
some stimulus to restore activity to its enfeebled 
frame, or we may attempt to salvage as much as pos- 
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siblc from the wreckage. But, at best, it is believed to 
be a bird with a broken pinion who will never again 
soar to those heights where formerly it sported in full 
strength. 

Pessimism about the future is a very old and fre- 
quently recurring state of mind. Cicero believed that 
the Roman government was destined to endure forever, 
because, if it failed, the catastrophe could be likened 
only to the final wreck of the universe. Yet Rome fell 
and civilization sprang up with new vigor from its 
ruins. When the Gothic hordes under Alaric sacked 
Rome, it seemed to Jerome from his monastic sanctuary 
in Bethlehem that the eye of the world had been put 
out. She who had been the mother of nations had be- 
come their tomb. Jerome was unable to envisage the 
new nations that were to arise from the grave of his 
“eternal” city. Two centuries later Gregory the 
Great, blinded by the devastations wrought by the 
Lombards in Italy, thought that even the church was 
like a leaky ship whose rotting timbers must soon dis- 
integrate as the end of the present world drew near. 
Nevertheless, the church survived and prospered even 
in Italy for many centuries after the time of Gregory. 

In the fourteenth century, following the scourge of 
the Black Death that is believed to have swept away 
from one-third to one-half the population of Europe, a 
heavy atmosphere of despair settled down upon so- 
ciety. But presently the processes of recovery once 
more demonstrated their irrepressible vitality. At the 
opening of the nineteenth century the Napoleonic wars 
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Spread gloom over Europe. Outstanding individuals, 
like the British prime minister, William Pitt, and 
Archbishop Wilberforcc, expressed a belief that the 
world was enveloped in ruin and despair, while the 
future looked dark and forbidding. But in time the 
storm clouds passed, as they always had on previous 
occasions. In the middle of the nineteenth century so- 
cial and economic changes seemed once again to spell 
doom for civilization. Prominent spokesmen in Eng- 
land pronounced industry, commerce, and agriculture 
to be hopeless and declared that nothing could save the 
British Empire from complete shipwreck. As death ap- 
proached in 1851, the Duke of Wellington thanked 
God that he was to be spared from witnessing the cli- 
max of impending ruin. Even proverbially optimistic 
Americans have frequently joined in the chorus of the 
world’s calamity-howlers. 

Contrary to all prophets of despair, history goes on 
being made. At every turn it exhibits a strange recu- 
perative power that ultimately negates every mood of 
discouragement and fear. Surveying the course of civi- 
lization from the age of the cave-dwellers to modem 
times, and projecting the vision forward through 
countless centuries yet unborn, we must concede to 
history a vitality that refuses to bow before the de- 
crees of our most ardent pessimists. The evil and the 
good may always persist side by side, but no germ of 
disease has ever yet shown itself so deadly that it could 
utterly annihilate history or prevent successive re- 
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births of cultural development. It is in this mysterious 
fact that one seeks the ultimate meaning of history. 

Is history just a fortuitous concourse of atomistic 
events, as an Epicurean might say, or is it a product of 
innate forces whose secrets may be hard to discover 
but whose driving force cannot be ignored with im- 
punity? At least two distinct types of influence must 
be recognized in the making of history; it is a product 
of material existences belonging to a widely varied 
physical world, and it is also made by human beings 
who are something more than mere physical entities. 
They possess, in lower or higher degree, emotional and 
imaginative faculties, a mind capable of learning by 
experience, ability to entertain desires and form judg- 
ments, a disposition to estimate values, powers of 
choice between possible alternatives, and wills to pur- 
sue specific courses of action. This means that history 
has Iroth a material and a spiritual content. But these 
elements are so intricately entwined and confusingly 
blended as to render very diflicult any attempt to de- 
cipher the inner significance of the total process. 

If history is pictured merely on the analogy of physi- 
cal nature, one may easily become resigned to the 
seeming inevitability of its procedures. The human 
body is something given man by birth; the air he 
breathes and the food he eats are supplied by an en- 
vironment over which he has little or no control; the 
length of his days on earth is normally not a matter of 
his own choosing; and his powers of body and mind 
are limited by conditions over which he has only very 
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restricted dominion. One might infer from these facts 
that man*s rcs|X)nsibility for the making of history 
reduces itself to a virtual zero; he merely docs what 
physical conditions foreordain. Since an oak always 
produces an oak, it would be nonsense to say to the 
acorn: **Now grow yourself into a sprig of heather or 
a flowering hyacinth.*’ Nor does the acorn need to 
fear that it will become only a thistle. So it might be 
thought absurd to expect men to produce any sort of 
history different from that which they have made in 
the past. 

This is only one element in the picture; nor is it by 
any means the most significant one. While man is a 
natural animal, he is also possessed of spiritual capaci- 
ties; he has powers of thought and choice and decision 
that the oak has never acquired. He inherits nature, 
but nurture also comes within the range of his grasp. 
He can, if he so wills, seal the acorn in a block of 
cement and thus completely thwart its power to grow, 
or he can nourish it in a fertile soil and by his skilful 
manipulation produce from it an oak mightier than 
any of its predecessors. He may even graft upon its 
stem cuttings from other trees that will, in the end, 
yield a result such as has never previously been seen. 
Thus, by means of nurture he can transcend or trans- 
form nature. It is this spiritual freedom of man — his 
pursuit of choices, the exercise of his will, the deter- 
minative effect of his decisions, his susceptibility to 
ideals, his response to envisaged values, his feeling of 
communion with unseen forces, his yearning for larger 
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knowledge, his restless quest for new experiences — 
that constitutes his chief significance for the making of 
human history. 

The continuity of history exhibits a perpetual fusion 
of material facts and spiritual activities. In general it 
may be said that the former are stable and the latter 
variable. Gold and marble and common soil are his- 
torically indifferent until man brings to bear upon 
them his skill and his will. One can readily believe 
that men have been more inclined to exercise their 
initiative upon the physical materials at their disposal 
than upon improving the quality of their spiritual 
selves. Their technology tends to outrun their moral 
and religious attainments. But the relation of these 
material and spiritual interests to one another as they 
have been operating since the dawn of time and the 
importance of this knowledge for present and future 
generations give history its ultimate significance. This 
we may call the “religious meaning” of the past. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE RELIGIOUS SIGNIFICANCE OF HISTORY 


T he past has long enjoyed unique distinction as 
a teacher of the present. Especially in the 
sphere of religion has the voice of antiquity 
been the voice of authority. Every well-established 
cult has, from time immemorial, justified its proce- 
dures by reference to history. Its officials are believed 
to hold their position by right of tradition; its cere- 
monies derive their validity from ancestral practice; 
and its teachings embody the supposedly superior wis- 
dom of primitive times. Each new generation of ad- 
herents strives faithfully to reproduce the rites, the 
beliefs, and the ideals of its ancestors. And the cus- 
toms of the ancients, when rehearsed by bards, priests, 
legislators, and sages, become inexorable laws of the 
gods. 

Christians have been particularly diligent in attach- 
ing religious significance to the past. They took over 
from Judaism reverence for the ancient scriptures and 
soon added a group of canonized books from early 
Christian times. Tradition was enthroned on the seat 
of authority. It became the distinctive task of the 
Christian leader to perpetuate the sacred heritage re- 
ceived from his predecessors. The truth to be taught, 
the practices to be followed, and the ideals to be pur- 
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sued were to be modeled after patterns authoritatively 
decreed in earlier days. The past yielded infallible 
norms for life in the present and the future. 

A. THE THEORY OF A NORMATIVE PAST 

The custom of making the past the authoritative 
teacher of the present rests upon an interpretation of 
history that has long prevailed in Christian thinking. 
History has been viewed as a series of successive ages, 
with each displaying distinctive characteristics as- 
sumed to inhere in its very nature. According to the 
Jewish notion, all the events of the past had taken 
place in conformity with a prearranged plan of God. 
He had assigned to each age its distinctive quality and 
would continue to do so for all future time. Similarly, 
Christians adopted the segmental scheme of history 
and treated specific eras as though they might have 
existed independently of one another in watertight 
compartments of space. 

The segmental arrangement of history tends to 
idealize the earlier and less well-known periods. If it 
is true that the evil done by men lives after them while 
“the good is oft interred with their bones,” just the 
opposite course has been the fact with reference to 
those impersonal blocks of time called “ages.” The 
more remote the period, the more highly has it been 
revered, and the more surely have its defects been 
buried in the ashes of forgetfulness. In comparison 
with the present the past seems to be the golden age, 
and the more remote it is the more aureous is its halo. 
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The normal counterpart of an idealized past is the 
theory of a decadent present. The course of history is 
thought to have moved steadily in the descending 
scale. As the Greeks had said, the golden age lay in 
the gray dawn of antiquity, and by a gradual process 
of decay the final age of iron had at last enveloped 
mortals. A similar idea prevailed among both Jews 
and Christians. The world had been at its best the day 
it came fresh from the hand of the Creator, but almost 
immediately it began to deteriorate. Yet it had not 
been left to grow old unrelieved. From time to time, 
by the mouth of legislator, prophet, or wise man, God 
had vouchsafed remedial messages of instruction. 
Thus the past came to have a double authority. Not 
only did it carry one back to the early days when 
mankind was at its best in an Eden-like perfection; it 
also gave one access to historical moments when fresh 
utterances of Deity had been explicitly recorded in the 
pages of scripture. 

For one who still holds to this time-honored view of 
history the religious significance of the past is no prob- 
lem. Its primary meaning lies in its normative signifi- 
cance. It is the one authoritative guide in all matters 
of religion. Doctrine, procedure, organization — ail arc 
to be authenticated by reference to antiquity. But 
modem scientific methods of inquiry introduced into 
the field of history have slowly undermined the foun- 
dations on which the dogma of an ideally normative 
past had long rested secure. As educated persons 
adopted the evolutionary view of the world, of nature, 
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and of man, they were forced to rethink their notions 
about the meaning of history for religion. 

In the first place, the alleged ideality of the past suf- 
fered a severe shock at the hands of careful research 
into the origins of civilization. The youth of the 
world was found to have been a state of childlike be- 
ginnings rather than an age of slightly tarnished per- 
fection only a short step removed from its supposed 
divine prototype. There was also a tremendous elon- 
gation of the time in which the course of history had 
been in the process of becoming. So long as one could 
believe that the creation of man had taken place on 
Friday, October 25, 4004 b.c., as Bishop Usshcr had 
figured it out in the middle of the seventeenth century, 
the past was not so massive as to be beyond the possi- 
bility of easy comprehension. But when modern 
knowledge affirms, without a tremor of doubt, that 
human history began a quarter of a million years or so 
ago, the past becomes so unwieldy that it gets out of 
hand. Even the most unrestrained theorist would 
hardly venture nowadays to ascribe the character of 
ideality to those remote beginnings of the human 
career. The golden age of antiquity, once supposed to 
have been a period of paradisiac perfection for man, 
now evaporates in a mist of mythical fancy. 

The doctrine of human decadence is not so easily sur- 
rendered. Doubtless it is a healthful sign that every 
age should be dissatisfied with its oivn attainments. 
And, even if we must think of history in terms of proc- 
ess, it does not necessarily follow that the process al- 
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ways moves in the direction of betterment. It would 
be foolhardy to assert dogmatically that men and 
times can never grow worse. Most of us have had ex- 
periences that testify emphatically to the contrary. 
But it is quite another matter to infer that the short- 
comings of moderns arc more abundant or reprehen- 
sible than were those of the ancients or to sup|X)sc that 
the present defects of society could be remedied off- 
hand by reverting to a former status of civilization. 
When, discarding the theory of ideality, the historian 
brings out into the clear light of day every available 
aspect of the past, he finds that it, too, had its seamy 
side and that, taken in the large, a comparison of past 
and present yields a favorable judgment for the latter. 

Modern investigation of the Jewish and Christian 
doctrine of revelation casts further doubt upon the au- 
thority of the past. When no questions were asked 
about the way in which the Bible came into existence, 
the book could be accepted as a direct communication 
from heaven. But when careful study recovered in de- 
tail the concrete circumstances under which the dif- 
ferent parts of the biblical record arose, and when one 
followed through the historical process by which 
these writings were preserved and collected into a 
sacred canon, then the traditional theory of their 
mechanical inspiration vanished. 

Thus it becomes apparent that the religious meaning 
of history has been greatly reduced — if it has not, in 
fact, been completely dissipated — so far as its supposed 
normative character is concerned. Perhaps it is not un- 
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natural that on surrendering the theory of normative- 
ncss one should abandon all thought of finding reli- 
gious significance in history. The loss of a long-chcr- 
ished value might easily seem to mean the loss of all 
values. Indeed, this change of attitude may be hailed 
as a great deliverance. There may be a sense of relief in 
being able to allow the dead past to bury its dead 
while the living present goes atout the task of work- 
ing out its own salvation in terms of modern necessi- 
ties and tastes. 

It will soon be discovered, however, that one cannot 
shuffle off the mortal coil of yesterday with so little 
ceremony. In reality the yesterdays are far more en- 
during than we might be wont to think. Past and 
present are only artificial expressions used to denote 
different stages of one continuous process of time that 
cannot be divided into sharply separated periods. One 
generation may forget, or fail to identify, the heritage 
it has derived from its ancestors, but in actual fact 
there is no aspect of our modem civilization in which 
the present is not deeply and widely rooted in the past. 
As we have already remarked, the present is ancient 
and the past is modern to a degree that is not always 
fully realized. Of religion this fact is eminently true. 

It would be futile to assume that so ancient an insti- 
tution as the Christian church and a movement so sub- 
stantially grounded in history as the Christian re- 
ligion could proceed on their way at a later time with 
little or no reference to their antecedents. In the often 
heroic struggle to liberate ourselves from bondage to 
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ancient laws or customs wc may have felt a desire to 
make a complete break with history, but in more sober 
moments we realize that our chief problem is not to 
get rid of our past. Nature at the outset has fore- 
doomed to failure any such fanciful aspiration. We 
cannot cut ourselves adrift from the world that has 
made us what wc are, but wc can discard outworn 
formulas for estimating its meaning. We need some 
new and more adequate statement of history’s worth 
for the understanding of religion. 

Surrender of the normative hypothesis leaves his- 
tory still an inescapable fact. It cannot be ignored by 
one who would refrain from playing fast and loose 
with reality. Even though the past is no longer in a 
position to command or regulate present thought and 
action, it still retains its instructive and stimulating 
value. Just because its significance is didactic rather 
than normative need not lessen, but may indeed in- 
crease, its worth for later times. What docs actual hu- 
man history teach us about religion on the terrestrial 
level of existence? 

B. HISTORY IN THE MAKING OF RELIGION 

Every enduring religion is firmly grounded in the 
past. This fact is particularly true of the Hebrew- 
Christian tradition, in which religion is intimately 
related to the total process of living. To be religious 
means to pursue a typical course of thought and action 
in all the relationships of life. As successive centuries 
have altered the texture of the contemporary culture, 
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religions living has adjusted itself to the realities of 
each new era. Otherv^dse it would have become an ir- 
relevant, decadent, and vanishing phenomenon. Vital 
religion must root itself deeply in the soil of evolving 
history and bear its flower and fruit in varying cli- 
mates resulting from temporal and geographical ex- 
pansion. 

One must also remember that no historical religion 
ever emerged full-grown at the start. Only gradually 
did it acquire those features that later constituted its 
differentiating characteristics. Under the impact of 
circumstances subsequent generations of men lived and 
acted in the interests of certain values that seemed to 
them most worth while, and in this way they per- 
petuated and re-created that area of interest commonly 
termed “religion.’* While its institutions, its litur- 
gies, its doctrines, its prescriptions for conduct, and 
the type of personal experience it nourished embraced 
heritages from the past, all of these legacies had to be 
infused with new life in the experience of each new 
age. One of the most elemental lessons to be learned 
from history is the fact that religion is integral to the 
process of life itself. In this sense history may be said 
to make religion. 

The story of how historical events have determined 
the course of religious developments is capable of al- 
most limitless illustration. A glance at the present re- 
ligious complexion of the United States of America 
might puzzle a superficial observer. Its outstanding 
characteristic seems to be infinite complexity. Of the 
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Christian religion alone, there are said to be over two 
hundred different varieties, each branch claiming for 
itself exclusive genuineness. At least, membership in 
each of the distinctive groups gives to its adherents the 
largest measure of satisfaction. The historian under- 
stands how this situation has come about in the light 
of the development peculiar to civilization in the 
United States. Our shifting frontiers, our sectional 
autonomy, and our democratic individualism left every 
man free to shape his faith according to his taste. 
Thus our cultural history has indelibly impressed its 
stamp upon our religion. 

Ancient times reveal the same process. The biblical 
records bear witness to the constant reshaping of He- 
brew religion under the impact of changing events. 
The period of desert wanderings, the struggle for set- 
tlement in Canaan, the ultimate attainment of nation- 
hood, and the long and tragic conflict with foreign 
invaders gave to Judaism a distinctive character. Law- 
givers, prophets, sages, and priests had their respective 
tasks set for them by the conditions under which they 
lived. They often displayed marked originality and 
great creative energy in the discharge of their responsi- 
bilities, but contemporary history determined the 
mold into which their efforts were poured and fixed 
the contours of the final product. 

When Christianity is approached from the historical 
point of view, there is the same evidence of changes 
wrought by the passage of time. The Christian re- 
ligion survived because it was espoused by actual 
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people who furnished the movement its living per- 
sonnel. Its membership was fluid, like the processes of 
history. The cycle of life and death involved a con- 
stant change of adherents, and the rapid spread of the 
new faith about the Mediterranean world among dif- 
ferent strata of the population quickly multiplied the 
diversity of its cultural contacts. Variations were an 
entirely normal development for a religion thus closely 
integrated with the historical processes of actual liv- 
ing. It is not surprising that there should have been 
different and even competing branches of Christianity 
before the missionary enterprise had been in vogue for 
even a single century. 

Just because the Christian movement kept so closely 
in touch with real life over so wide a range of contacts 
did it display so many variations. There were the 
Pauline, the Petrine, and the Johannine branches by 
the close of the first century. The second century pro- 
duced the Gnostic Christian teachers, who enjoyed 
much popularity in certain quarters. When in the next 
century Greek philosophy streamed into Christian 
thinking, an intellectual trend emerged that ultimate- 
ly produced two bitter rivals — Arianism and Athana- 
sianism. There were also Montanists, Donatists, Nes- 
torians, and still other distinctive groups produced by 
the expansion of the Christian movement as it con- 
formed to one or another interest prevalent in the con- 
temporary culture. 

The uniformity of early medieval civilization made 
temporarily possible the dominance of one form of 
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Christianity in western Europe. But presently an ex- 
panding cultural development in contcraporaiy’ life 
produced new variations. This historical process 
gained fresh momentum with the passing of the cen- 
turies and the spread of settlements to the new world. 
Living persons, who cherished and perpetuated the 
Christian religion, participated in this variegated ex- 
pansion. Variety need not cause surprise. History 
made just this type of Christianity to function effec- 
tively in this kind of a world. Attempts to restore uni- 
formity, except as they follow unifying processes in 
contemporary culture, arc sure to prove artificial, if 
not actually disastrous. 

Nothing remains permanently stagnant in the ever 
flowing historical stream of life, and religion neces- 
sarily partakes of this fluidity. It moves with the cur- 
rent both when the water flows smoothly and when it 
plunges violently over a rocky terrain. There is a pop- 
ular but entirely erroneous notion that the stream of 
religion ought always to show only a placid surface. 
But history proves this idea false. Times of stress pro- 
vide religion its greatest opportunities for growth and 
functional efficiency. When we speak fearfully of 
“menacing crises,” we may forget that they have al- 
ways been the leaven generating new vitality in the 
inert mass of outworn tradition. 

History teaches us that Christianity thrives on 
crises. At the very outset opposition, culminating in 
savage outbursts of persecution, may have seemed to 
place insurmountable barriers in the way of Christian 
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success. No more critical times could be imagined. 
The struggle endured, not for one year or one decade, 
but intermittently for three centuries. And then, a 
hundred years after Tertullian had remarked that the 
blood of Christians is the seed of the church, history 
made good his pronouncement. Time and again the 
state of the world has seemed so hopeless that Chris- 
tians have despaired of its continuance. But ultimately 
the darkest clouds have always passed away and Chris- 
tians of the new day have continued to carry on with 
renewed efficiency. Crises furnish the occasion for 
change, movement, and a fresh attack by a still fur- 
ther-disciplined generation upon both old and new 
problems. As long as religion continues to stem from 
life itself, we may trust our descendants to learn for 
themselves to live effectively in their particular sort of 
habitable world. History will continue to generate re- 
ligion. 

The process of development in Christianity has now 
been operating for nineteen hundred years, until today 
there is a vast accumulation of historical deposits that 
tend to obscure the demand for creative living under 
new conditions. We are more concerned to conserve 
what has crystallized upon the pages of the past than 
to effect the release of new energy for future tasks. We 
would enjoy the results of previous effort rather than 
undertake new conquests. History is an excellent cor- 
rective for this error. It enables us to distinguish be- 
tween Christianity as a vital religious movement main- 
tained by the activities of real people and those nu- 
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Hicroos and important by-products of the movement 
that have acquired a static existence in days gone by. 
Too often these subsidiary items are mistaken for the 
parent-force that gave them birth. 

The Bible is one of those products of religion that 
tend to assume the role of creator. The historian 
knows that the Bible is an incidental outgrowth of the 
Hebrew and Christian religions over a thousand-year 
period. Thus it is a source of information about these 
religions at successive stages in their career. But it did 
not generate them; they generated it. It was the prod- 
uct of the strenuous action and thinking of many dif- 
ferent religious persons who lived aggressively in 
many different situations. We find it instructive and 
inspiring to make their acquaintance, but we abuse 
them when we assume that their accomplishments 
have left us a finished product simply to be appropri- 
ated rather than a developing religion demanding con- 
tinuity of creative effort on the part of each new gener- 
ation of adherents. To treat the Bible as though it 
were the one authentic deposit of religion in its final 
form — a body of revelation once for all delivered to the 
saints — is to substitute a part for the whole and to 
mistake one crop of fruit for the generative energy that 
reproduces the harvest in successive seasons. 

The very idea of revelation is a seductive concept apt 
to prove misleading unless viewed in the light of his- 
tory. Then it will be noted that revelation is always 
mediated through human persons who entertain their 
religious convictions with so much assurance that 
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their words seem to them, or to their successors, to be 
the very utterance of the Deity. Different persons may 
attain this conviction in different ways. In some in- 
stances ecstasy may be the mediating agent; for others 
it may be the voice of conscience responding to a lively 
ethical urge, or an overwhelming sense of wonder in 
contemplating nature, or a reverence for the orderly 
operations of human reason in pursuit of the mind of 
God, or a mystical susceptibility to the whispers of a 
still small voice within the human spirit. Whatever 
the medium of communication may be, the student of 
history knows that revelation is to be accredited only 
as the sincere conviction of the religious person who 
sponsors the allegedly revealed truth. 

These religious convictions are historical deposits 
whose importance for later times depends upon their 
degree of correspondence with the convictions engen- 
dered by the religious living of subsequent ages. The 
apprehension of revelation is always an act of man, 
and the attempt to ascribe absolute validity to revela- 
tion is a futile eflfort so long as the items revealed have 
to be strained through the mind of the human me- 
dium. Revelation is thus only what every sincere reli- 
gious man believes to be divine truth, and it is capable 
of as much variation as marks the life and thinking of 
different persons living under different conditions in 
the various periods of history. While it remains an ex- 
periential attainment of each man’s vital religion, it 
continues to have significance for him, but it becomes a 
hindrance to creative religious living by others when it 
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is set Up as a norm for blind obedience or is exploited 
as an authority never to be revised in later times. 

The revelation that really endures is only that 
which repeats itself in the experience of actual persons 
as they pursue their respective paths in life. It is the 
measure in which they are severally conscious of di- 
vine guidance. To profess allegiance to an external au- 
thority, whose validity one has not tested for one’s 
self, is to be content with religion at second hand. As a 
historical phenomenon, revelation, like life itself, is a 
fluid term and subject to the same processes of change 
that condition all human living. God has not decreed 
that knowledge of himself should be forced upon men 
beyond their powers of comprehension at any specific 
stage in their cultural development. 

Institutions are another product of historical re- 
ligion. The personnel of a religious group has to re- 
new itself about every quarter-century, and in this 
process the element of permanence is always at stake. 
Consequently, religions that seek to survive must early 
give attention to the establishment of some form of 
institutional machinery designed to standardize con- 
duct and insure continuity. Quickly specific types of 
organization emerge. Custom establishes one or an- 
other brand of polity. Officials acquire recognition; 
sacred seasons become fixed; definite forms of ritual 
gain currency; and the total operations of the new in- 
stitution assume supreme validity on their own ac- 
count. Their original functional value as products of 
religion is supplanted by the notion that to perform 
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these operations is to generate religion. Once again 
the child assumes the role of parent. 

When the historian grasps this subtle fact, he will 
not be greatly agitated over the question of which type 
of ecclesiastical institution is authentic. Indeed, each 
is authentic in the sense that at some time and for cer- 
tain groups in specific situations it served the purpose 
for which it was designed. Its functional efficiency is 
the measure of its worth. If the cause of religion is 
best aided in one setting by an episcopally organized 
church, but in other settings a presbyterial or a con- 
gregational polity operates most effectively, each form 
justifies itself by its works. One does not acquire re- 
ligion by joining a certain type of church. Religion 
comes first, and church membership follows as a result, 
when one is dealing with the phenomenon of volun- 
tary action. The church is the mechanism that we em- 
ploy to nourish the interest, direct the energy, and 
channel toward useful ends the activities of religious 
people. This is the purpose for which historical Chris- 
tianity created the church. 

Similarly, religious dogma is a product of history. 
It is true that one cannot be religious without possess- 
ing strong convictions regarding the value of a specific 
way of life. But one who follows through the histori- 
cal process by which the creeds of the different 
churches originated and survived cannot regard these 
formulas as other than man-made pronouncements. 
Yet this is the very fact that makes them significant. 
They represent the earnest efforts of religious people at 

[ 172 ] 



THE RELIGIOUS SIGNIFICANCE OF HISTORY 


different stages of culture, and in their respective en- 
vironments, to frame explicit definitions of their faith. 
The result has varied from time to time, keeping step 
with the knowledge and experience of Christian peo- 
ple. And history teaches us that the process will still 
continue so long as each new generation takes serious- 
ly the question of proper religious opinions. But we 
must remember that no creed has any validity beyond 
its power to win the assent of the believer. 

Historical religion has also stressed ethics; it has 
imposed rigid rules upon the living of its disciples. 
While the standards for personal conduct are usually 
absolute in theory, they have, as a matter of fact, been 
highly relative in- practice. Opinions about right and 
wrong show the same variable character that marks 
other historical phenomena. Loyalty to conscience 
may be strenuously maintained, but conscience itself is 
tutored by heritage and circumstance. Ethical ideals 
are formulated differently by different persons in vary- 
ing situations. Religious history does not offer a single 
rule for moral action but a series of urges that men 
may follow only to discover new demands awaiting 
them in days to come. Ethical excellence is not some- 
thing that can be fully acquired at a specific moment 
and thereafter enjoyed without disturbance for the re- 
mainder of one’s days. It is rather the impulse to dis- 
cover and pursue the correct way of life in each new 
situation that emerges on every fresh horizon of the 
future. 

Christianity has always aimed to generate worthy 
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character. Rules by which the good man will regulate 
his thought and action have often been formulated. 
But a life of mechanical conformity to rules, however 
excellent they may be, is an inadequate test of virtue. 
Conformity may be only the result of fear or indolence 
due to utter lack of initiative. One who observes rig- 
idly current rules may have no more character than a 
typewriter or a motor car, each of which acts strictly 
according to the mechanics of its construction. The in- 
strument cannot go astray on its own account; it is 
totally lacking in personal character because it has no 
native capacity for choosing between good and evil. 
The operator is the one who perverts the machine; it is 
he who possesses or lacks character. 

The quality of the motive behind the act, rather 
than the rule followed in its performance, is what de- 
termines character. This is a feature of life that devel- 
ops with experience and is amenable to no set of fixed 
prescriptions. Some of the most worthy persons in re- 
ligious history, impelled by the urge toward a more 
excellent way of life, have deliberately violated the 
currently established regulations for conduct. They 
saw duty in heretofore uncharted areas of action which 
they undertook to explore at the behest of an irrepres- 
sible inner urge. They built character afresh under the 
pressure of evolving experience. Character itself is a 
product of religious living; it is still in the process of 
being made and remade by the developing course of 
history. 
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C. THE PROBLEM OF HUMAN ACTIVISM 

The Christian movement, viewed historically, is 
ultimately an evolving process o£ life that has been 
sponsored by actual people during the past nineteen 
hundred years. The course of the development still 
continues and will endure so long as history remains 
in the making. When viewed in the light of the in- 
numerable years that stretch away into the distant 
future, it may well be that Christianity has not yet 
passed beyond its early childhood. The changes it may 
undergo during the next two thousand years, or during 
the next ten thousand, and the uncounted centuries 
that lie beyond, cannot be forecast with certainty. But 
no sober student of history can doubt that changes will 
occur in the future as in the past. Otherwise Chris- 
tianity will scarcely endure. Should it harden to the 
point where it loses all power of responding to the 
demands of new experience or of meeting life on the 
realistic level of each new day, then it will have to be 
abandoned to the scrap pile of evolving civilization. 

The perpetuation of Christianity, or of religion by 
whatever name it may be called, is a human responsi- 
bility. Knowledge of God can increase in the world 
only as men develop keener powers of comprehending 
the Divine Presence. The mind of the Deity remains 
unknown until historical persons have acquired the 
capacity for peering behind the veil of material ex- 
istence to catch fresh glimpses of spiritual reality. 
Also, the suppression of evil and the dominance of 
good wait upon human action. There is no progress 
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without strenuous labor and rigidly imposed self-dis- 
cipline. Effective ethical obligations must, in the last 
analysis, be a recognition of duties demanded by man s 
own enlightened spirit. The intelligence of his 
choices, the sincerity of his will, and the diligence of 
his devotion to the noblest ideals that he has learned 
how to apprehend condition the possibility of all re- 
ligious improvement. Historical religion survives by 
being embodied in the experience and activity of ac- 
tual persons living in specific situations within one or 
another area of the earth’s surface. Thus religious liv- 
ing is definitely a human task. It always has been so 
in the past, and it must ever continue to be such in the 
future. 

The making of religious history is a heavy responsi- 
bility to place upon mankind. Our ideals constantly 
outrun our accomplishments, and this experience 
prompts us to doubt our competence for the task in 
hand. Furthermore, we transfer this same inability to 
all future generations and predict failure before effort 
has begun. The task seems beyond human power to 
perform. Awareness of impending failure becomes es- 
pecially acute in periods of social disruption that 
threaten to submerge past moral and spiritual values. 
Then we begin to talk of bewildering crises that seem 
to menace the very survival of religion. 

There are two typical ways of meeting crises in 
religion. One procedure, rather popular in some quar- 
ters today, declares that human efforts to attain reli- 
gious excellence are totally vain. Religion, unlike 
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Other phases of human culture, is said not to be a result 
of man's struggle to rise to higher wisdom and right- 
eousness. We are told that in the sphere of religion 
man is utterly incompetent. His failure consists in 
having attempted a task that lies wholly outside his 
province. It is a matter that concerns God only. And, 
since he is not involved in the imperfections and mis- 
adventures of the human order of being, one must in- 
vent for him another sphere of action beyond the range 
of human history. Thus arises the twofold division in- 
to secular and sacred history. The former occurs on the 
observable level, but the latter lies outside of and 
above the world of normal human knowledge. Hence 
it can be made to assume characteristics and discharge 
functions utterly incapable of being tested by the cri- 
teria of actual experience. Men are relieved of the obli- 
gation to solve crises by handing the task over to the 
Almighty. 

Sacred history is a fertile field for producing unveri- 
fiable affirmations of faith. In this supernatural area 
there is no evolution, no gradual unfolding of wisdom, 
no testing to distinguish between good and evil, no 
uncertainty or tentativeness about alleged truth. All 
is complete, final, and absolute in theory. Men are in- 
capable of penetrating this hypothetical upper world, 
but some rays of light have streamed down thence by 
means of revelation. This impinges upon men from 
without; it must not be made a product of their per- 
sonal religious growth. Its content is factual, static, 
and supernaturally valid. It is to be implicitly ac- 
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cepted rather than tested in the mundane process of 
creative religious living within the scope of secular 
history. 

This type of thinking has often emerged at critical 
periods in the past. It is not surprising that it should 
have been revived in recent times to console us for our 
failure to make the ideals of religion triumphant in 
modem society. In a period of severe stress it is com- 
forting to learn that we are not charged with the task 
of redeeming the world by a more strenuous process of 
our own living on the mundane level. We are accused 
of looking too much to the state of this real world 
without paying sufficient regard to the imagined 
world of sacred history. Affirmations about revealed 
truth are said to be more important than experimental 
quests for wisdom; a declaration of belief in God is far 
more virtuous than an attempted life of daily fellow- 
ship with him. For man to confess his utter worth- 
lessness in the sight of God is more commendable than 
any effort he may make to be “perfect as the Heavenly 
Father is perfect.” Life upon the plane of human his- 
tory has no positive religious content apart from the 
acceptance of allegedly revealed truth handed down 
from God. And crises are not to be resolved by men 
but are to be accepted simply as evidence of the divine 
judgment and are to be endured until God intervenes 
to bring the present temporal order to a close. 

Thus temporal history loses its religious signifi- 
cance. Human activism in pursuit of righteousness is a 
misdirected effort, and man’s struggle to shape life 
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from age to age under the direction of God immanent 
in the present world is pure folly. The essential thing 
in religion is to assert convictions rather than to pur- 
sue a way of life. This is the whole duty of man. 
When he has affirmed his faith, he has performed his 
part in the religious sphere. He leaves to God the solu- 
tion of the moral and spiritual problems that perplex 
men who are too ready to meddle in God's government 
of the world. 

Today this mode of thinking has invaded several 
areas of our modern life. Under the leadership of Karl 
Barth it has engaged the favorable attention of many 
theologians. It has cast its restraining shadow over 
regions where men formerly pursued the ideals of a 
vigorous social gospel. And still more recently it has 
aroused debate in the field of religious education. It 
would protest against the effort to induce creative reli- 
gious living by the process of education and would 
substitute therefor a program of authoritative indoc- 
trination. And how is the doctrine to be validated? 
Only by resort to a theoretical sphere of alleged revela- 
tion lying outside the realm of specifically human his- 
tory. On this program the past in human experience 
has no essentially constructive religious meaning. It 
is merely an interregnum that temporarily interrupts 
the course of sacred history. 

The second way of dealing with critical situations 
rejects outright the program of escape to the hypothet- 
ical world of sacred history. Instead of shifting re- 
sponsibility to God, men steel themselves for more 

[ 179 ] 



THE CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 


strenuous efforts. They study human history more dil- 
igently to ascertain the secrets of failure or success in 
the past and thus to increase wisdom for future con- 
duct. When they take seriously the story of the past, 
they become keenly aware of the fact that crises can 
never be ignored with impunity; they must always be 
resolved by effort. Confronted by mounting difficul- 
ties, there is only one sensible course open to men. 
They must assume larger responsibilities and increase 
their efforts. They must define more intelligently the 
methods to be employed and the ideals to be realized 
in further attempts to bring in the Kingdom of God. 
The struggle to comprehend the divine will must be 
more earnestly pursued, and there must be a greater 
devotion to the task of making religion a vital reality 
for the world of today and tomorrow. 

There is a pious ring about the old slogan that 
calamity is God’s judgment upon humans for their 
sins. At an earlier period in the history of civilization 
it was appropriate to envisage a righteous God in the 
role of an offended monarch executing judgment upon 
his disobedient subjects. But today the imagery lacks 
verisimilitude. Modern men depose the monarchical 
despot and assume responsibility for determining their 
own political destiny. And in the area of religion, 
good and evil are seen to be products of human action 
rather than donations or punishments supernaturally 
bestowed or imposed by the hand of Deity. Man has 
been created so truly in the image of God that human 
action is free to follow whatever course it may choose. 

[ 180 ] 



THE RELIGIOUS SIGNIFICANCE OF HISTORY 


By experience man learns that pursuit of evil brings 
ultimate disaster, and by the same token he also learns 
that deliverance from evil comes only through his fur- 
ther determination to pursue good. 

Past defeats are simply a challenge to fresh en- 
deavor. If they were divine chastisements, it would be 
a sin to try to avoid them; and, if the judge acted fair- 
ly, he would punish the actual persons who committed 
the offense. But in the processes of history one genera- 
tion’s mistakes saddle troubles upon the children, 
while the sinning ancestors escape scot-free. In primi- 
tive times one could say that the iniquity of the 
fathers was visited upon the children to the third and 
fourth generation. In those days it was a vengeful De- 
ity whom men revered, but that conception can no 
longer be tolerated where a modem sense of justice 
prevails. The “sinners” who framed the Treaty of Ver- 
sailles, to take a familiar illustration, have pretty gen- 
erally escaped the consequences of their “crime.” 
Most of them had disappeared from the stage before 
World War II broke out, and such as were still living 
were safely beyond the military age. Thus they evaded 
the divine punishment that fell upon their innocent 
descendants who were drafted for war. Can we believe 
that God is so arbitrary a monarch, or so vindictive a 
feudal noble, that he could find satisfaction in execut- 
ing punishment upon guiltless sons and daughters of 
sinful parents who are peacefully reposing in their 
tombs? Calamity is not a divine judgment but is the 
natural consequence of failure to embrace opportunity. 
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And the only remedy for the resulting trouble is wiser 
action and more persistent endeavor. The decision and 
the responsibility have been left with man. That fact 
makes him a fellow-worker with Deity in founding 
the Kingdom of God on earth. 

The religious man of today may derive from the past 
a rich fund of wisdom regarding the discharge of his 
responsibility in the present and the future. By this 
means he becomes fully aware of the essential nature 
of the Christian enterprise. It is the continued story of 
religious living on the part of real people who, from 
first to last, have constituted the membership of the 
movement. Under the impact of varied social contacts 
they have chosen, from time to time, that course of 
procedure which seemed to them best suited to secure 
and preserve the inheritances, the ideals, and the at- 
tainments which appealed most strongly to their sense 
of worth. As the movement grew, the stream of time 
has thrown up and borne along on its surface, or left 
stranded along its shores, various items of ritual prac- 
tice, forms of organization, and bodies of formulated 
doctrine. Thus the complex organization called the 
* ‘church” has come into being, and its significance in 
the present cultural situation can be understood only 
as one becomes familiar with the process of its develop- 
ment. Attempts to pull down out of the sky the ideal 
pattern of a church triumphant that will some day 
supplant the terrestrial church militant has been a 
favorite sport among some theologians; but nobody 
ever saw or ever will see a real church on earth that is 
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not a product of the human struggle to establish ao 
institution that will serve the religious interests of its 
members. 

The organized Christian movement of today, even 
when taken in all its varied aspects, is seen to be no 
artificial and ephemeral structure. Rather, it is the 
outcome of nineteen centuries of human endeavor to 
make concrete and effective in institutional forms the 
results of men*s efforts to realize for themselves and 
their successors their highest conceivable spiritual 
values. An institution of this character will not read- 
ily consent to be forgotten or reformed; its roots pene- 
trate too deeply into the soil of humanity's past. It is 
futile to talk about an ideal church when the only 
church that history knows, or ever can know, is one 
that men themselves make — men with passions, im- 
pulses, capacities for spiritual attainment, and inclina- 
tions toward evil and good, such as have been mani- 
fested in the past. The church of the future that arises 
on the human plane will have to be constructed out of 
the same type of brick and mortar that has gone into 
its structure in days gone by. What the church will be, 
or may be, tomorrow cannot be intelligently forecast 
by one who is unfamiliar with the course of its history 
during the previous stages of its career. 

At the same time, heritages from the past will justi- 
fy their right to survive only by the measure of their 
functional value in the experience of the continuing 
Christian society. The pious soul who insists that 
what was good enough for her grandmother is good 
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enough for her is quite within her rights if she actually 
finds a full measure of satisfaction in her strict ad- 
herence to tradition. One who has read history wisely 
will have discovered that the heart of the Christian 
society is the religious living of its personnel, and that 
inherited features — whether in the form of creeds, 
rites, or ethical precepts — which are still functioning 
effectively in maintaining spiritual quests may not be 
tampered with lightly. Not until the demand for 
change emerges within the experience of the individ- 
ual or the group does the problem of adjustment be- 
come acute, and at that point man must assume re- 
sponsibility for its solution. He must think and act 
his way to new levels of religious knowledge and at- 
tainment. 

Acquaintance with history will also save one from 
wasting energy on untimely issues. When the theory 
of normativeness has been set aside, one will not seek 
to perpetuate items in the Christian heritage that no 
longer integrate themselves vitally with the world of 
modem times. Occasionally much energy has been ex- 
pended in well-meaning efforts to refloat on the stream 
of life the stranded hulk of some worn-out phase of 
belief or ritual. Perhaps it was the rite of foot-wash- 
ing, or premillennial teaching, that was to be rein- 
stated. Each of these items had its place in historic 
Christianity and was significant in its original setting, 
but both are quite out of place in a society where dif- 
ferent footwear is used and where catastrophe is no 
longer in vogue as a philosophy of history. 
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The question of preserving or discarding historical 
heritages is only a secondary problem; more funda- 
mental is the task of constructive and creative activ- 
ity. This is the chief responsibility of the religious 
man of today and tomorrow. He is charged with the 
duty of bringing into existence a vital Christianity for 
the new day. As he reads history, he discovers that 
each generation of Christians, although rightful heir 
to all that has gone before, has also been genuinely the 
maker of the specific Christianity of its own age. In 
the presence of new persons, new environments, new 
experience, and new knowledge Christianity is being 
continually reborn to newness of life under the leader- 
ship of vigorous individuals. One readily discovers 
that leaders in the past, if they have been leaders in 
fact, accomplished their task through a fresh impact 
upon the life of their own age and through devotion to 
new loyalties forged directly out of their most imme- 
diate and deepest experiences. Although they were 
commonly at one with their contemporaries in holding 
to the traditional theory of a normative past, authen- 
ticated by special revelation, they nevertheless gave 
most immediate heed to the promptings of the still 
small voice speaking within their own souls as they 
confronted new crises in living. 

No revelation from the past can transcend the im- 
perious command of present duty. The religious man 
reads the whole story of Christianity’s career as a rec- 
ord of human and divine relations on the terrestrial 
plane where the God of history is simply the God of 

[ 185 ] 



THE CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 


man’s experience — the continuing Christian experience 
of all the centuries, but no less the experience of those 
who live today. The historian finds no occasion for 
assuming that God is less real and immediate in the 
life of today than he was in that of yesterday. In this 
conviction there is ample justification for believing 
that the Christianity of the future will triumph over 
new difficulties with the same vital energy that it has 
always displayed in the past. It is of the very nature 
of Christianity, as a movement still in the making, 
that the quest for righteousness should renew and 
realize itself afresh with each new stage of cultural 
evolution experienced by mankind. 

Herein lies the great challenge to Christians who 
face the crises of the present hour. They are summoned 
to serve a cause that stands for moral and spiritual 
progress in days when the going is most difficult. 
They must forge ahead, however hard may be the way. 
The past is theirs in so far as it serves their needs, but 
they are never its bondservants. They will be but little 
better than blind guides of the blind if they arc con- 
tent to be mere echoes of a bygone age. Instead, they 
are called to be high priests of tomorrow’s spiritual 
order and seekers after a new righteousness that will 
not attain its goal until it aspires to exceed the right- 
eousness of the yesterdays. 

These are the lessons that we learn from our study of 
the past. Religious living is a creative process in the 
growth of human persons consciously striving to sub- 
ject their material existence to their moral and spirit- 

[ 186 ] 



THE RELIGIOUS SIGNIFICANCE OF HISTORY 


ual ideals. These ideals develop with enlarging experi- 
ence as this is acquired from history and from current 
life. Religion, like every other phase of human cul- 
ture, is a process of evolutionary growth. Man’s 
knowledge of God, like all other human wisdom, has 
to be attained by effort and increases according to the 
intensity with which it is pursued. 

Also, man must struggle to overcome evil with 
good. Age on age, the conflict will endure. The only 
promise of relief offered by actual history is the halting 
success of the human endeavor to live more devoutly 
and creatively with the dawn of each new day. Ac- 
tivism, constantly renewed and persistently pursued so 
long as life remains, is the royal road to victory. No 
man who relaxes his quest or refuses to accept his full 
responsibility for carrying on God’s work in the world 
is fit for the Kingdom of Heaven on earth. 

Religion today needs, not less divine guidance, but 
more human virility — more devotees who will vigor- 
ously respond to the challenging summons of William 
Pierson Merrill: 

Rise up O men of God! 

His kingdom tarries long; 

Bring in the day of brotherhood 
And end the night of wrong. 
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GOD AND THE HISTORICAL PROCESS 


C HRISTIAN philosophy has always been theis- 
tic; belief in God has been a cardinal item in 
all Christian thinking. But the mutual rela- 
tion between God and the concrete events of man’s 
daily living has been subject to much difference of 
opinion. While history reveals man’s responsibility 
for the pursuit of truth and his quest for the attainment 
of spiritual values, God’s participation in the active 
operations of the historical process is more difficult to 
determine. 

The difficulty is twofold. In the first place, God has 
been so variously pictured in his relation to human 
events that a consistent Christian interpretation of di- 
vine action on the strictly mundane level still remains 
unrealized. And, secondly, evil and good are so con- 
fusingly mingled in the processes of historical evo- 
lution that any thought of God’s immediate and con- 
tinued activity in the affairs of men seems to men- 
ace the absolute perfection and infinite wisdom tradi- 
tionally associated with the notion of the Deity. 

A. VARYING PICTURES OF GOD 

Why is it that men have thought of God in so many 
different ways? Even within historic Christianity 
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there has been a distinct lack of uniformity in its the- 
istic imagery. Yet one may say that two chief tribu- 
taries have converged to furnish the main stream of 
Christian thinking about God. One of these is He- 
brew, and the other is Greek. 

Hebrew theistic thinking was anthropomorphic; it 
pictured the Deity in the shape of an all-powerful man. 
He made a world as a man would build a machine; 
but he was so supremely potent that he needed only 
to speak his word of command and the thing was 
accomplished. He fashioned light and darkness; he 
separated the night from the day; he gave shape to 
each living creature on land and in the sea and the air; 
and he created human beings to render him worshipful 
obedience. The whole fabricated universe was subject 
to his mighty will, even as a man maintains mastery 
over the things that he has made. 

Like a man toying with the playthings he has cre- 
ated, God continued to manifest his interest in the 
world by means of unusual displays in connection with 
the phenomena of nature. When he uttered his voice, 
the earth trembled. He clothed himself in the gar- 
ments of lightning, thunder, and hurricane. He purged 
the sinful earth with an overwhelming flood and then 
set a rainbow in the sky as a pledge against any repeti- 
tion of the disaster. But presently he rained down 
brimstone and fire from heaven to destroy the wicked 
Sodom and Gomorrah. As his anger could blaze out 
in fierce fury, so his favor could be procured by the 
covenanted obedience of the faithful Abraham. God 
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was the divine tradesman who bargained for a chosen 
people’s loyalty and thus secured for himself a group 
of worshipers to do him honor. 

God remained the supernatural guardian over his 
chosen race throughout the entire course of its history. 
He miraculously insured descendants for Abraham; he 
directed their course into Egypt; and he displayed his 
mastery over nature’s laws when he held back the 
waters of the Red Sea to permit the fleeing Hebrews 
to pass over on dry land. During their wanderings in 
the wilderness he quenched their thirst by causing 
water to spurt out of a rock, and he fed them with 
manna from heaven. He provided them with a pillar 
of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night to mark 
their course toward the Promised Land. And when 
they reached their destination, he cleared the way for 
their entry by causing the walls of Jericho to crumble 
at their approach. 

God remained the guardian of the Hebrew social or- 
der throughout the entire course of its career in the 
land of Canaan. On numerous occasions he was 
thought to have intervened to protect and order his 
people’s way of life. He initiated every new stage in 
their proper social evolution, and he placed impedi- 
ments in the way when they strayed into forbidden 
paths. He shaped their political institutions, although 
they were often slow to perceive his will . He authenti- 
cated their moral laws, even dictating to Moses the 
elemental principles of their ethical system. TJieir re- 
ligious rites and customs were derived from the same 
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divine source. God's decrees determined right and 
wrong, and to obey his perfect law insured piety, wis- 
dom, and rejoicing of heart. In every sphere of activ- 
ity God was pictured as the wisest, most righteous, 
and all-powerful superman presiding over the destinies 
of the descendants of Abraham. 

Like the head of a human family, God exercised his 
authority over the people of his choice. He provided 
them with the means of subsistence; he insured their 
survival by blessing their women with fertility; and 
he required an obedience such as a father demanded of 
the members of an ideal household. Especially was the 
pious man accounted a son of God, but the whole He- 
brew race were his rightful children, over whom he 
kept watch with sleepless solicitude. When they were 
obedient, he rewarded them with blessings; but their 
perversities were requited with afflictions. Yet he had 
a father’s compassion for his erring children; and, like 
a human parent, he pitied them in their misfortunes. 
In superhuman perfection God indulged the same emo- 
tions that marked the life of man; he approved the 
obedient, he punished the sinner, he lamented the per- 
versity of the recalcitrant, and he loved the members 
of his family with an abiding affection. 

Over the entire range of their theistic thinking the 
Hebrews employed pictorial imagery to describe how 
God felt and acted. Since they were content to think 
of him in terms of manlike conduct on the supernatural 
level, they never indulged in abstract speculation re- 
garding the constitution of his person . In other words, 
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their method was mythological in the best sense of 
that term. They trusted to descriptive narrative to 
convey truth, and so made no effort to supply a meta- 
physical justification of the pictorial imagery used to 
describe the conduct and character of God. He re- 
mained a strictly anthropomorphic being. Faith rest- 
ed on the vivid portrayal of divine action; it needed no 
support from the philosopher’s arguments. 

The first Christians in Palestine pictured God in 
thoroughly Hebrew fashion. He was the heroic per- 
former of mighty deeds who held sovereign sway over 
the world. Although his all-wise designs were beyond 
full human comprehension, it was assumed that the 
advocates of the new religious movement understood 
them best. Christians regarded themselves in a special 
sense as children of this supreme Heavenly Father. 
Yet for the time being he was much concerned with 
the good of all mankind, and his new devotees had a 
keen sense of their responsibility to spread their gospel 
abroad. Mercy and justice both remained operative as 
divine attributes during the period of transition to an 
early state of the world when God, either directly or 
by means of the mediation of Christ, would inaugurate 
a new age in which his patience with sinners would 
end in their final destruction. In the meantime Chris- 
tians enjoyed miraculous displays of heavenly favor 
in anticipation of the blessings awaiting them in the 
age to come. 

This theistic imagery of the early Christians was 
characteristically Hebraic. God was dramatically pic- 
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fared as a superman acting on behalf of the members of 
the Christian society. He was worshiped and obeyed 
because of the conviction produced by the vivid man- 
ner in which he was portrayed. His supremacy and 
power were exhibited “mythologically,” and the de- 
scription was so convincing that it did not need to be 
supplemented by any rigidly logical proof. The an- 
thropomorphic realism was self-sufficient. 

When Christianity spread beyond Palestine, where 
it soon began to receive Gentiles into its membership, 
it found anthropomorphic imagery extravagantly em- 
ployed to describe the activities of various Greek and 
Roman deities. At the outset Christians did not ques- 
tion the propriety of portraying the Deity as a super- 
natural man. Instead, they claimed exclusive rights to 
the procedure as they applied it to the Hebrew God of 
the Old Testament, with whom the figure of the risen 
Christ was now associated in the heavenly sphere. All 
gentile divinities were declared to be evil demons bent 
upon hindering or perverting the Christian cause. God 
and Christ as revered by Christians now took over all 
beneficent supernatural functions, while the demons 
continued to practice their malevolent designs. But, 
since Christianity was sure to succeed, the demons 
were destined for ultimate destruction. God and 
Christ were supernatural powers whose triumph was 
depicted in the same type of anthropomorphic imagery 
to which the Gentiles had long been accustomed. The 
current mythology was Christianized by being re- 
formed and restricted to the God of the Old Testament 

[ 193 ] 



THE CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY 


and the exalted Christ of Christian tradition. Their 
supernatural activities were vividly described as the 
only necessary means of producing conviction and se- 
curing converts. 

After Christianity had been in gentile lands for about 
a hundred years, it began to attract a few Greek phi- 
losophers, who introduced a new type of theistic lan- 
guage. For several centuries Greek thinkers had been 
protesting against the folly of depicting the Deity in 
human form. Tradition reports that Xenophanes of 
Elia in the sixth century before Christ had charged 
Homer and Hesiod with attributing to the gods conduct 
that would disgrace respectable men. Even to picture 
gods as good men was also ridiculous, for if animals 
had hands and could carve images each would make his 
god to look like his idealized self. One who would 
truly conceive of the Deity must think in terms of 
more abstract and nonhuman imagery. As Xenopha- 
nes expressed it, “God is all sight, ail mind, all car, 
and without effort rules everything by thought.” 
Thus God was an abstraction to be apprehended by 
the mind rather than an individual entity to be seen 
by an imaginary physical eye. 

About the same time Heraclitus of Ephesus pro- 
pounded another type of theistic thinking that was 
destined to exert a wide influence. He declared the 
universe to be in constant motion under the control of 
an ail-pervading reason. This reason, being itself the 
ultimate substance of the universe as well as the force 
generating its motion, was God. It was called the 
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eternal Logos,” the divine rational principle, which 
constituted both the substance of the living universe 
and the process by which it was maintained. God was 
not an abstraction, as Xenophanes had seemed to hold, 
but a cosmic rational energy existing in material form. 
He and the universe were inseparable, contempora- 
neous, and coequal. This was characteristic Stoic 
teaching. 

The Platonic division of the universe into a duality 
of incorporeal ideas and material substance made it 
possible to think of God as a spiritual entity free from 
the limitations of a material being and yet possessed 
of qualities like truth and beauty and goodness that 
were in reality abstractions of human virtues. God and 
the world of matter could now be conceived of as sepa- 
rate entities, and the relation between them could be 
maintained in terms of an earthly approximation to 
the inimitable heavenly pattern. By positing a dual- 
ism of the real and the ideal world and locating the 
Deity in the latter, one freed God of all anthropomor- 
phic limitations; yet he remained a model for all virtu- 
ous conduct and thinking on the part of man. Since 
God no longer belonged to the physical world but was 
a being beyond material reality, knowledge of him 
could be acquired only by means of metaphysical spec- 
ulation. Thus, among Greek intellectuals philosophy 
displaced mythology as a way of acquiring knowledge 
of God, and thereby he was removed from immediate 
contact with the world of men and things. 

When Greek philosophers came into Christianity, 
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they began the process of transforming the character- 
istically anthropomorphic God of Hebrew imagery 
into a figure metaphysically more respectable. He 
could not be allowed to have those intimate contacts 
with the material world that the mythological repre- 
sentation demanded. This tendency came to clear ex- 
pression in the Christian philosophy of Justin Martyr 
soon after the middle of the second century. His Pla- 
tonic heritage compelled Justin to make the Christian 
God a fully transcendent being. He was invisible to 
human eyes, indescribable in the language of man, in- 
capable of dwelling in any one place, quick to behold 
and quick to hear, although having neither eyes nor 
ears, and possessed of incomprehensible might. He 
was encumbered by none of the limitations that be- 
longed to men; nor did he move about after the man- 
ner of a human being. Instead, he was a transcendent 
abstraction, almighty in power and infinite in wisdom. 

Under the influence of Platonic idealism among in- 
tellectually inclined Christians their God was com- 
pelled to withdraw from the concrete world of histori- 
cal happenings. But the world was not left without 
divine care. Christian philosophers took over the Sto- 
ic conception of the permeating Logos, individualizing 
it in the person of Christ, who was said to have func- 
tioned as God’s mediator, really a “second God,” all 
through the course of the world’s history. Thus the 
Old Testament Deity became a God in dignified repose, 
while Christ had been God in action from before the 
foundation of the world. And still the theologians in- 
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sistcd that there were not two gods but only one. 
There was no other way in which they could reconcile 
the fact that Christianity’s philosophical converts had 
devised for the new religion a metaphysical Deity 
while it had inherited an anthropomorphic one from 
its Hebrew predecessors. And each type of thinking 
served too useful a purpose to allow it to be discarded. 

After Christianity had become the recognized reli- 
gion of the Roman state and its God had been assigned 
the task of furnishing divine protection to all of so- 
ciety, its theistic imagery became more definitely im- 
perialistic. Stress was laid upon the supreme authority 
of God’s will and the absolute obedience required of 
men. Neoplatonism, the latest philosophy to arise 
in the ancient world, made God absolute being, while 
political imagery gave him almighty will. And so Au- 
gustine believed both the anger and the grace of God 
to be irresistible,* “even with the very wills of men 
he does what he will when he will.’’ Still later, Aris- 
totelian philosophy, which made God the ‘ ‘unmoved 
mover,” was introduced into Christianity by Thomas 
Aquinas. But this motive power had operated in the 
creation of the universe rather than in the current 
processes of contemporary history. God was pure ac- 
tuality, absolutely incorporeal, the maintenance of 
whose dignity and authority was the chief end of hu- 
man existence. 

The general trend of Greek philosophy’s influence 
upon Christian thinking, whether Platonic, Aristote- 
lian, or Neoplatonic, was to remove God beyond the 
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human sphere and thus to eliminate him from immedi- 
ate participation in the ordinary affairs of mankind. 
Only where the Stoic heritage survived could the doc- 
trine of divine immanence be retained. But the average 
Christian was not a philosopher. He really had little 
or no concern with metaphysical representations of the 
Deity. The theologians might bitterly debate ques- 
tions of theistic speculation, but the rank and file of 
Christians were quite satisfied with the anthropomor- 
phic God of popular faith. They believed in a divine 
power that was thought to be always near at hand and 
able, if he so willed, to order the events of each man s 
day in a miraculous manner. 

Christian thinkers dealt in a similar manner with 
the problem of evil. When the philosophers defined 
the Deity in the abstract terms of omnipotence and 
holiness, he was necessarily excluded from intimate 
participation in the affairs of a world where both evil 
and good were pervasively intermingled. If evil origi- 
nated with God, that fact would seem to deny his 
holiness; and, if it existed in spite of his will to the 
contrary, that fact seemed to impair his omnipotence. 
How could God stand related to a historical process 
in which evil and good were integral factors? Varying 
answers to this question were proposed. 

The mythological type of answer permitted evils to 
emanate from God himself; they were punishments in- 
flicted by him upon those who disobeyed his com- 
mands. The Hebrews often interpreted their sufferings 
in the light of this theory of divine retribution. But 
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they also asked the more ultimate question of why 
man was disposed to go astray. One typical reply 
was that evil also had a supernatural origin. It was 
said to proceed from a satanic source opposed to God 
and intent upon the complete degradation of man. 
Thus the conflict between good and evil was a battle 
between two supernatural forces — God and Satan. 
While the historical process endured, the strife still 
continued; but in the end God would be triumphant, 
and righteous men would share in his victory over the 
prince of evil. This was the “mythological” way of 
solving the problem of evil, and it quite satisfied the 
mental demands of the ordinary Christian. 

Christian philosophers, however, attempted a meta- 
physical explanation of the age-old problem. Stoic 
speculation had identified God so closely with the ma- 
terial world that all of nature’s operations had to be 
essentially good. Sometimes men in their own foolish- 
ness did wicked deeds, but God so overruled even their 
perversities that ultimately everything worked to- 
gether for good. Since the seat of evil was human ig- 
norance, discipline in philosophical understanding of 
the Stoic system of thinking was the panacea for all 
the ills of the world. A few Christian philosophers 
in the earlier days of the movement’s history were dis- 
posed to view evil somewhat after the Stoic manner, 
but the Stoic’s strenuous self-therapy never entered 
widely into Christian thinking. 

The dualism of Plato, with his ideal world of in- 
corporeal reality and his lower world of material ex- 
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istcnccs, proved more congenial to the Christian mind. 
Evil could be assigned its locus in matter while the in- 
corporeal sphere remained totally good. And the prob- 
lem of evil was to be solved by rescuing the souls of 
men from bondage to materiality, just as God had es- 
caped any contact with evil by belonging wholly to 
the incorporeal realm. If matter were not an actual 
source of evil, it was at least an impediment to good 
on the level of mundane existence. But God was quite 
removed from the scene himself, and he had provided 
through Christ an adequate means of rescuing the 
souls of men from their earthly entanglements. 

These varying pictures of God, moving from the 
mythical to the metaphysical type, tended to push 
him farther and farther away from the operations of 
the daily historical process. As he was transported be- 
yond the world of historical reality into the hypo- 
thetical world created by philosophical speculation, 
he gradually lost his human features, interests, and 
emotions. Then the character and functions of God 
could be defined before consulting history. The Deity 
of the philosophers was never a product of historical 
research but was a figure superimposed from without 
upon the events of history. The historical process it- 
self either was completely ignored or else was stretched 
to fit the prescribed theistic pattern. 

B. HISTORY AND THE SCIENTIFIC WORLD VIEW 

It may be that knowledge of God can best be ascer- 
tained by means of philosophical speculation. The 
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Study of history does not aim to yield metaphysical 
truth; nor does it offer itself as a substitute for philo- 
sophical inquiry. It has no tools with which to dis- 
cover esoteric wisdom beyond the plain realities of 
recoverable events. It can record the signs of the times 
and tell us how men have acted or what they have be- 
lieved, but it hesitates to read into events meanings 
that are too obscure to be seen by the processes of nor- 
mal observation. On the other hand, the philoso- 
pher’s quest for wisdom travels the exalted highway of 
logical argument and rational inference to a knowl- 
edge of things unseen, while the historian wanders 
amid the lowlands of time and human happenings. 
Perhaps travelers upon this lower route may not ex- 
pect to attain full knowledge of God. In any event, 
it should be clearly recognized that their attempt must 
suffer from very definite limitations. 

What can the historian, as historian, hope to learn 
about God from the observable course of human events 
on the purely natural level? Historical inquiry has to- 
day become a scientific quest that may not with pro- 
priety call upon supernatural or experimentally unveri- 
fiable forces to account for human happenings. There- 
fore, it must refrain from seeking to discover God 
either in anthropomorphic imagery or in metaphysical 
speculation. Both of these areas of activity are for- 
bidden to the student of history in his role as histo- 
rian; he must deal only with the orderly universe of 
modern science. And, since science is commonly 
thought to be purely a quest for knowledge of nature, 
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it might be supposed to exclude the very possibility 
of learning anything about God as long as one adheres 
to a scientific view of the world. Are not religion and 
science incompatibles? 

Any attempt to synthesize the Christian religion 
and modern scientific thinking is fraught with many 
difficulties. Sometimes Christianity has so defined its 
goals as to make their attainment in the world of na- 
ture impossible. It seeks to know a God who is said 
to transcend the bounds of human knowledge. It 
adores as creator and sustainer of the universe a being 
whom it has never seen and whose form is thought to 
be inaccessible to human eyes. It strives to effect com- 
munion between finite creatures and God, while at the 
same time it declares him to be an incomprehensibly 
infinite spirit. It would shape human conduct and 
thinking in accordance with a divine pattern the full 
measure of which it declares itself incapable of appre- 
hending. It preaches that men should be perfect as the 
Father in heaven is perfect, and yet it affirms that the 
Supreme Deity alone can be truly holy, righteous, and 
good. In short, this type of Christianity is concerned 
with imponderables beyond whose portals it ever vain- 
ly strives to pass, while science assumes that the 
knowledge after which it seeks is fully knowable. 

On the other hand, historical Christianity has also 
proposed to tell people just what they should believe 
and how they should act under all of the contingencies 
of life. There has been a mounting urge within the 
Christian movement to specify allegedly valid doc- 
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trines, to formulate binding ethical codes, and to pre- 
scribe rules and ceremonies for correct ecclesiastical 
procedure. Under the impulsion to furnish an authori- 
tative answer to all human questions, Christian the- 
ologians have described the origin and constitution of 
the universe; they have defined the nature, mission, 
and destiny of man; they have given us a detailed 
outline of the Deity’s program for dealing with mor- 
tals; and they have provided elaborate instructions for 
the direction of all activities that are thought to count 
for righteousness. 

It was entirely natural that the older theologians 
should claim to possess final knowledge about con- 
crete phenomena in the natural realm of the world and 
man. Since it was assumed that God himself had au- 
thorized their opinions, any person who deviated from 
them was a menace alike to God and man. This state 
of mind had thoroughly crystallized centuries before 
science began its distinctive quest for knowledge of 
the physical world. Theology had pre-empted every 
area of opinion long before Galileo, Kepler, Newton, 
and their more modern successors in the field of scien- 
tific research had appeared upon the scene. It was in- 
evitable that there should have been at the start a bit- 
ter struggle between traditional theology and the new 
natural science. But that conflict is now a thing of the 
past. Today all religious people who lay any claim to 
culture and education accept without reserve the sci- 
entific interpretation of the natural world, although 
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they may feel somewhat hesitant about the propriety 
of its application in the field of religion. 

The scientific historian cannot allow himself to 
share even this measure of reserve. Of course, one 
must not make religion identical with any specific 
form of theological dogma that has been formulated 
in past ages. Science is a quest for new knowledge, 
which, when it is acquired, must be allowed to dis- 
place or supplement even the most revered dogmas in 
every area of cultural life. What men have thought 
about God in the past may not readily conform to the 
findings of modern science, but that fact does not mean 
that belief in God has to be abandoned. Traditional 
doctrines may lose prestige, but the truth they were 
designed to convey and the urges that called them into 
being may take on a new imperiousness under the im- 
pulsion of modern scientific inquiry. While science has 
discredited some of the older forms of theological defi- 
nition, it has, at the same time, provided a vaster per- 
spective and a surer footing from which to approach 
some of the perennial concerns of religion. 

The awesome reverence with which the ancient 
Psalmist saw in the heavens a display of God’s glory 
and a manifestation of his handiwork is certainly not 
diminished by the majesty of that limitless star-span- 
gled expanse of space revealed by the modem telescope. 
Religion’s quest for God is not denied but is only mag- 
nified by this new experience, except for one whose 
spirit is so overwhelmed by immensity that he refuses 
to venture to explore by faith the regions of the great 
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beyond. It is said that Laplace once remarked that he 
had swept the heavens with his telescope and had 
found no God, to which one of his critics replied that 
he might have swept the kitchen with a broom and 
had the same result. Religion calls for the outreach 
of the human spirit into the unfathomable depths of 
the cosmos. If one refuses this venture, he can hardly 
share the uplift of him who, though compelled to turn 
back in futility from his quest, is still able to perceive 
the glory of God in the new heavens spread out before 
us by the discoveries of modern astronomy. Science 
has not removed all of the imponderables from reli- 
gion; it has only increased their immensity. 

Science has also given the historian an orderly uni- 
verse. Natural phenomena are linked together in an 
all-pervading causal nexus that never deviates from its 
course to please the arbitrary will of either man or 
God. We have learned to accept the inexorableness of 
natural laws. Belief in miraculous happenings accom- 
plished by the capricious intervention of the Deity to 
thwart or divert nature’s normal processes is no longer 
agreeable to our ways of thinking. But to discredit 
ancient faith in the miraculous does not, as used to be 
supposed, really cut the nerve of religion. A God who 
occasionally strides through the universe upsetting the 
universal order of which he is supposed to be the au- 
thor and sustainer would seem to us a self-contradic- 
tory being. On the contrary, we would read his will 
more truly than we have ever done before by the 
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knowledge which science has given us of the universal 
laws that permeate the cosmos. 

The natural world also exhibits the presence of un- 
limited creative energy constantly operative in the 
maintenance of the universe. Plant life is perpetually 
renewing itself every season. In extravagant super- 
abundance every grain of seed recreates itself many 
htmdred fold. Every living organism is a center of cre- 
ative power for reproducing in increasing measure the 
life of its species. All nature is shot through with the 
will to live and to generate life. In the conflict be- 
tween life and death the defeat of the latter is clearly 
forecast every time one seed reproduces as many as 
only two of its kind. The world is overflowing with 
creative power. It is a living universe, and in its vital 
energy one may feel the presence of the living God. 
The older faith said that God is in his heaven and all 
is well with the world, but a more intensive scrutiny 
of the universe in which we live prompts us to say that 
God is in his world partaking constantly in the proc- 
ess of creation. 

The urge of the human race toward cultural advance 
and the pursuit of moral and spiritual ideals suggest 
to the thoughtful observer that there is some force in 
nature inspiring these efforts. One may be content to 
classify them among man’s spiritual quests, but the 
very fact of their presence attests the human kinship 
with the divine. Man alone has the power to cherish 
these high ambitions and the incentive to struggle to- 
ward their attainment. The spirit by which these ef- 
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forts are inspired, their recurring persistence in the 
course of human history, and man’s growing sensitiv- 
ity to higher values, as successive generations have 
been tutored by time, are as clear a call of God as any 
attentively religious soul could wish to hear. It may 
not be God’s voice thundering from Sinai that sounds 
in our ears, but only the quiet conviction of a duty to 
be performed or an ideal to be realized. The divine 
message comes from no distant age or place but is 
spoken by one who is ever “closer to us than breathing 
and nearer than hands and feet.” Proximity must not 
be allowed to make the whisperings of God’s voice 
less audible or his commands less impelling. 

Believing that we are commissioned to work hand 
in hand with God in bringing his will to fulfilment 
among men, we cannot ignore as irrelevantly secular 
any knowledge or device that contributes toward the 
cure of souls. The knowledge that science has gath- 
ered about the working of elemental impulses in men 
individually and collectively, the physical and social 
conditions that stimulate or retard ethical behavior, 
and the techniques that may be most effectively em- 
ployed to ameliorate distress and build character — all 
may be divine urges even within the commonplace ex- 
periences of daily living. 'These stratagems may at first 
seem to be only the artifices of men, but their remedial 
efiicacy for the moral and spiritual betterment of the 
world bears testimony to their divine authentication. 

History welcomes the prying eye of scientific in- 
quiry even within the inner sanctuary of the human 
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Spirit where man and God meet each other in the 
secret chamber of the soul and where the still small 
voice whispers its inspirations to prophets and saints. 
By every natural means available the student of his- 
tory would make himself familiar with every phenom- 
enal feature in this area of religion. He would peer 
into the psychology of conversion. He would recog- 
nize the physical stimuli of fasting, prolonged periods 
of prayer, and silent meditation that attended the 
unique religious experiences of the great mystics of the 
church. He would evaluate the significance of music 
and art and ritual in lending solemnity and effective- 
ness to the rites of religious worship. He would wel- 
come the fullest understanding of all the physical, 
psychological, and social phenomena that attend or 
can be made to contribute toward the attainment of 
the richest and noblest type of religious experience. 
And he would gladly cherish and intelligently employ 
every available means by which the spirit of God and 
the spirit of man may enter into conscious intercom- 
munion. There are various ways by which man hears 
the divine voice as he makes his journey through life, 
and to apprehend them intelligently is to acquire a 
fuller knowledge of God. 

The skeptic, reacting from the extravagant super- 
naturalism of traditional theology, has said that the 
only God we know is the God we make. Inverting a 
biblical phrase, one declares with Xenophanes that 
men have always made their gods in the image of 
man. This may be true of many or all of the pictures of 
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the Deity that men have devised and defended. But 
beyond these creations of our imaginations there are 
the raw materials, so to speak, employed in the proc- 
ess of construction and the incentives that prompt us 
to create the imagery. The pictures, varying in form 
and quality, may be of our making; but the urge 
to produce and the elemental stuff with which we 
work are a more ultimate reality the apprehension of 
which constitutes our deepest knowledge of God. 
In the last resort, it would be more correct to say that 
the only God we make is the God we know. He will 
be a creature of distorted proportions if we have not 
learned to think his thoughts after him and to pattern 
conduct in conformity with divine standards as these 
are disclosed in the secrets of the real world in which 
our daily living is firmly imbedded. 

For nineteen centuries Christianity has proclaimed 
that God is spirit. But too rarely has that spirit been 
allowed to dwell richly with mankind during the mak- 
ing of the daily historical process. God’s activity has 
often been relegated to the beginning of some ideal 
procedure and made a miraculous and temporary in- 
sert into the world of common human experience. Or- 
dinarily God does not travel the public highways of 
life but dwells apart in heavenly habitations. His in- 
terest in humanity is thought to be an affair of the 
past and future rather than of the present. He is sup- 
posed to have initiated long ago a program for man s 
salvation by an act of cosmic intervention, and he will 
complete the transaction by a final miracle of world 
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renewal. But in the meantime he seems to have only 
a stepfatherly interest in the normal processes of his- 
tory, and he is thought to be chiefly pleased with those 
persons who live freest from earthly entanglements. 

The historian who works in the temper of modern 
scientific inquiry recognizes the conditions that pro- 
duced this type of theistic imagery, and he appreciates 
the function it has served under the specific conditions 
of its origin and growth. But he is seeking a Deity 
who is integral to the normal historical process, 
knowledge of whom is derived from the observable 
phenomena of the world of human experience. His 
God is within, as well as above, his universe; and it 
is in his intimate relation to, and participation in, the 
processes of history that man comes closest to the Di- 
vine. Yet at the same time he reaches out toward the 
magnificent tremendum that lies beyond the ken of tele- 
scope and microscope and reveres the mysterious 
power generating and sustaining the physical world 
and its life. He pursues the ways of God as they are 
revealed by the inexorable laws of nature. In the hu- 
man pursuit of moral and spiritual ideals that ever 
surge up within the spirit of mankind he recognizes 
the voice of the Deity speaking in divine accents to 
the souls of men. He holds that nothing that is now 
known or ever can be known in the realm of natural 
knowledge is impertinent or prejudicial to a true faith 
in God; and he lives in the confidence that, as knowl- 
edge grows from more to more, the reverence of man- 
kind will ever enlarge. 
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C. THE LEISURE OF TIME 

Man tends to become impatient with the tedium of 
time. Generation after generation grows old and dies, 
while the conflict between good and evil still rages un- 
abated. The passing years seem oblivious to the 
struggle as they leisurely pile century upon century in 
the annals of history. If God has any concern with the 
historical process, why does he permit wickedness to 
continue indefinitely without suppression? This is a 
question often asked, either deliberately or subcon- 
sciously, by hosts of people when overtaken by evil 
days. They would make God an almighty superman 
whose patience with sinners had reached the breaking- 
point where he would ruthlessly smite them with the 
rod of his wrath. We humans often think we must be- 
lieve in a God of vengeance, not only in order to main- 
tain our conviction that the judge of all the earth 
must ultimately do right, but to compensate for our 
own weakness and frequent defeat in our struggles 
against the evils of the world. 

When history is soberly viewed, it furnishes scant 
support for the existence of a vengeful Deity. In their 
zeal for justice prophets may forecast the early judg- 
ment of God upon sinful men or nations, and histo- 
rians may cite instances illustrative of the divine dis- 
pleasure. But a closer scrutiny of the historical proc- 
ess shows that disasters overtake equally the righteous 
with the wicked, and historical events said to consti- 
tute a display of divine justice never really have any 
permanent influence upon the suppression of sinners. 
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In our impatience to make God the champion of specif- 
ic acts to restrain the evildoer, we fall into the un- 
conscious habit of exhibiting the futility of allegedly 
divine interventions. So far as actual history attests 
the situation, it would appear that the Deity has not 
chosen to use violence to discipline mankind in the 
ways of righteousness. He does not resort to duress 
either to restrain sinners or to force men to do good 
works. He allows his sun to shine equally upon the 
evil and the good, and he pours down his refreshing 
showers upon both the just and the unjust. This was 
the conviction of the early Christians, who cited Jesus 
as authority for their opinion. So time flows on in its 
uninterrupted course, and the cause of righteousness 
remains un vindicated. 

Sometimes we seek relief from the smothering bur- 
den of enduring time by painting a fanciful picture of 
the beginning and end of the historical process. We 
imagine that in the ideal days of human origins, when 
God was nearer to the earth, greater righteousness 
held sway. Also, in the not too far distant future he 
will, it is assumed, reassert his control and suppress 
evil. As far as the historian is concerned, these ideal- 
ized pictures of both past and future are only visionary 
products of wishful thinking. As a matter of fact, the 
farther one’s gaze penetrates into the dark recesses of 
time in the past, the more convinced does one become 
that good and bad have always been pitted against 
each other in the processes of human living. And he 
would be a visionary, indeed, who could imagine a 
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time in the near future when the righteous will qo 
longer be compelled to struggle desperately to resist 
evil. 

Christians have been accustomed to treat too lightly 
the problem of eradicating evil from the human scene. 
Its origin is much more deeply seated in man’s nature 
than our theologians have often imagined. This does 
not mean that Christians have been wont to wink tol- 
erantly at sin but rather that they have failed to ap- 
preciate the intricate causes that have engendered and 
perpetuated human frailties. We used to be content to 
think that all evil was traceable to an Adamic taint 
stamped upon the race of mankind by its progenitor’s 
infraction of a dietary rule imposed upon him by God. 
To eliminate evil we needed, so we supposed, only to 
nullify the effects of Adam’s fail. But modern knowl- 
edge of the origins of the natural man has set the 
whole problem in a new framework and rendered its 
solution much more difficult. Now we know that the 
natural impulses of men stem from a brutish ancestry, 
and religion faces the herculean task of making moral 
and spiritual ideals flower above the beastly strain of 
savage blood inherited perhaps from a Neanderthal 
man. It is fortunate, indeed, that we have eons of 
time for the accomplishment of this gigantic task. 

It is easy to become pessimistic when one chooses 
for companions the bad men of history. Their evil 
deeds have filled the life of humanity with dire dis- 
tresses. Murderous hatreds have blighted the careers 
of men and nations. Greed has flourished; the quest 
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for material possessions has mastered many lives ; the 
Strong have sorely oppressed the weak; while mercy 
and justice have been violently trampled under foot. 
The story of man’s wickedness would fill volumes, 
even though only the first instalment could as yet be 
recorded. The bad men of tomorrow may add fiendish 
refinements to the techniques of their fathers, and the 
multiplicity of their doings shows no sign of diminish- 
ing. Their beastly blood still breeds true to type, 
while their animal emotions and appetites hold domin- 
ion over their souls. 

As evil in its social expression is always the perverse 
act of some bad man, so every good that history finds 
realized in human society is the product of some good 
man’s labor. Betterment depends not upon the mi- 
raculous insertion of some new quality or capacity 
into the existing universe but upon the operation of 
human intelligence, initiative, industry, and idealism 
in an effort to make more completely available the 
latent possibilities already resident in our world. 'The 
lightnings sported in the heavens from the dawn of 
time but remained useless for human good until a man 
arose to lay hold of them with Promethean cunning, 
to harness them to our machines, to make them light 
our dwellings, and to turn them into vocal messengers 
for carrying our thoughts around the globe. So it is 
in every area of cultural and spiritual attainment . God 
patiently waits for men to arise to the nobler heights 
of comprehension and accomplishment. From the nar- 
row range of human vision this process may seem 
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hopelessly slow, but from the point of view of God’s 
enduring time there are still ages on ages available for 
future experiment and limitless growth. 

History teaches us that God has chosen to work 
through the instrumentality of good men to effect the 
eradication of evil. Good people may seem to be a rela- 
tively small company, but they have rendered con- 
spicuous service in bringing about the advancement 
of world culture from the dark days of primitive ob- 
scurity to the marvelous achievements of modem 
times. There is something about the activity of a good 
man that renders his work immortal even after the 
man himself has been quite forgotten. We may not 
know who first said: “Thou shalt not steal”; but 
there is a voice within us that attests the validity of 
the command . We recognize this to be for us an eternal 
tmth, and the fact that we are able to apprehend it 
shows that we have been in communion with the God 
who sustains and permeates the historical process. 
Thus it happens that virtuous men of the past have 
left an undying heritage even when their lives were 
snuffed out by the overwhelming hostility of wicked 
contemporaries. No one could have suffered a more 
apparently overpowering calamity than that which 
overtook Jesus, and yet the clarity of his moral and 
spiritual insights glows ever more brightly with the 
passage of time. God works through the life of the 
good man who devotes himself to righteous causes. 

When the Apostle Paul admonished the Philippians 
to work out their own salvation with fear and trem- 
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bling under rhe conviction that God was accomplish- 
ing his will through their instrumentality, he was 
stating perhaps better than he knew the divine pro- 
gram for effecting the salvation of the world. Set in 
the framework of endless time, it gives us the key to 
the Christian philosophy of history. The future hope 
of the world rests with the activity of good men who 
recognize their responsibility as fellow-workers with 
God in shaping the processes of history. Slowly but 
surely they learn to read the story of his providential 
concern for human affairs in the life and work of mor- 
tals who struggle nobly to comprehend and control 
the rich resources of the universe. By striving to pos- 
sess themselves of a man-mastered world they are 
brought into intimate contact with the Deity in whom 
they live and move and have their being. He is no ab- 
sentee sovereign over the conflicts that arc daily enact- 
ed on the human stage but is mankind’s fellow-traveler 
upon both the highways and the byways that lead to 
the near and to the far-distant future. 

There is mighty assurance in the fact that God is 
not pressed for time. One may entertain only a falter- 
ing faith in the competence of the mortal instruments 
through whom God acts within the observable proc- 
esses of history. Even those men who most truly strive 
to know and do his will are often dull to perceive and 
slow to perform, and they are always destined for 
early death. Of them it must be said that their little 
systems have their day and are but broken lights of 
the larger wisdom that mankind craves. But the 
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growth of righteousness, like all other manifestations 
of vital development in nature, is by increments so 
small that they can scarcely be seen with the naked 
eye; yet in the course of time the cumulative result 
may be almost colossal. In the struggle for righteous- 
ness limitless time stands conspicuously on the credit 
side of the ledger. 

History to date is also reassuring. Even the casual 
observer realizes the tremendous spread of moral and 
spiritual interests over the earth during the last two 
thousand years. A gradually enlarging circle of man- 
kind has learned to cherish ways of living that exem- 
plify honesty, justice, and brotherly kindness. Men 
have caught new visions of what it means to cultivate 
both individual and social righteousness. They have 
been learning to make life conform to the new knowl- 
edge about God’s universe that modern science has re- 
vealed, and in the light of this wisdom they have been 
able to take their place more intelligently and effec- 
tively as fellow-workers with God in the daily affairs 
of human living. In spite of the fact that evil men 
have multiplied their aggressions, the quest for the 
good life has increased its intensity as never before in 
the world’s history. The struggle may grow more bit- 
ter, but goodness always thrives best under the strain 
of battle. Like the sapling that has matured under 
the whip of violent winds, so the fibers of righteous- 
ness grow strong to survive under the pressure of con- 
flict. In this fact lies another ray of hope for the long 
future that still awaits human living. 
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What has been accomplished in the last twenty cen- 
turies is prophetic of vaster gains in the next twenty, 
or thirty, or one hundred centuries that lie ahead. 
The advances made in one generation may be scarcely 
perceptible, but the accumulations of the years mount 
ever upward toward the goal of the good man’s desire 
as he seeks light and courage to pursue the divine way 
across the stage of earthly history. And the eternal 
God, working by slow degrees through frail human 
agents and continuing his activity over countless eons 
of time, insures the legitimate optimism of the Chris- 
tian philosopher of history. The Kingdom of God 
cometh not with observation but by dint of strenuous 
endeavor on the part of men who serve him from gen- 
eration to generation throughout the evolving cen- 
turies. 
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